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THE AMERICAN MENNONITE SEARCH FOR A USEABLE 
PAST: FROM THE DECLENSIVE TO THE IRONIC 

INTERPRETATION 

P A U L T O E W S * 

Abstract: Mennonite historiography flourished during the middle decades 
of the twentieth-century as in few previous eras. Two differing 
generations of historians, sociologists and theologians rediscovered the 
sixteenth-century roots of Anabaptist-Mennonite history and offered those 
beginnings as the normative model for contemporary Mennonites to 
emulate. Whatever differences existed in the interpretation of the 
sixteenth-century, both generations were persuaded that the subsequent 
story was best understood as a declensive one. Mennonites over the 
centuries had squandered the riches of the birthing moment. Many of 
these declensive interpretations were framed as jeremiadic sermons. But 
the demise of Anabaptism as the normative moment for all subsequent 
Mennonite history has also permitted the emergence of alternative 
interpretations of the Mennonite past. The Mennonite Experience in 
America series offered an ironic interpretation as one possibility. Ironic 
interpretations have a greater recognition of the intractable forces of 
history than those rooted in the declensive posture. 

On August 7 and 8, 1942, 115 Mennonite academic, clergy and lay people 
gathered at Winona Lake, Indiana, for a "Conference on Mennonite Cultural 
Problems." The gathering was one of the more ecumenical meetings of 
Mennonites in the early 1940s. Included were descendants from the sixteenth-
century Swiss and Dutch Anabaptists and the Hutterites. People gathered from 
10 different states ranging from Pennsylvania to California. Thirty-three women 
were among those present. Mennonite conferences represented included the 
Mennonite Church, the General Conference Mennonite Church, the Mennonite 
Brethren Church and perhaps others as well.1 

The 1942 gathering began a series of sixteen conferences that initially met 
annually and then usually bi-annually to 1967. Beginning with the 1943 
conference the title was broadened to the "Conference on Mennonite 

•Paul Toews is Professor of History at Fresno (California) Pacific University. 
1. "Registration List," Proceedings of the First Conference on Mennonite Cultural Problems 

1942), 89-90. [Hereafter these will be cited as Proceedings with the appropriate date.] A smaller 
conference on Mennonite sociology in Chicago the previous December laid the groundwork for this 
1942 event. The 1941 conference organized by J. Winfield Fretz, a student at the University of 
Chicago, brought together 49 Mennonite educators and church leaders.—"Program of Conference on 
Mennonite Sociology," Proceedings (1942), 96-98. 
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Educational and Cultural Problems," a name suggested no doubt by members of 
the Mennonite Church since that conference featured "problems" committees. 

The published Proceedings of these sixteen conferences total 165 articles 
written by 120 different authors. No single scholar or even small collection of 
scholars dominated these discussions. J. Winfield Fretz with seven articles and J. 
Howard Kaufiman with four were the most frequent contributors. Paul Bender, 
Melvin Gingerich, Guy F. Hershberger, Robert Kreider, Paul Shelly and 
Donovan Smucker all contributed three articles. Of these most published authors 
in the series four were from the Mennonite Church and four were General 
Conference. Fourteen of the 165 articles were written by women. The most 
striking absence from this roster of "who's who" in Mennonite academe is the 
historian C. Henry Smith.2 

Exactly a decade after the conference in Winona Lake seven American 
Mennonites met in Amsterdam for what they described as a two-week 
theological retreat. Those seven—Irvin Horst, John W. Miller, Paul Peachey, 
Calvin Redekop, David A. Shank, Orley Swartzentruber and John Howard 
Yoder—were all members of the Mennonite Church or had been educated at 
Mennonite Church schools. 

The two-week retreat and subsequent meetings of these seven and friends 
also generated a publication series; Concern: A Pamphlet Series began 
publication in 1954 and ceased in 1971. Its eighteen issues included 79 major 
articles written by 51 different authors. But unlike the Proceedings of the 
Cultural Problems conferences here several authors disproportionately 
contributed more to the series. John Howard Yoder wrote nine articles, Paul 
Peachy five, Walter Klaassen and John Miller four each, William Klassen, 
Gerald Studer and Lewis Benson three each.3 

There were some cross-overs between the two series: Harold S. Bender, J. 
Lawrence Burkholder, Elmer Ediger, Leland Harder, Irvin Horst, William 
Klassen, C. Norman Kraus, Albert Meyer, Paul Miller, Paul Peachey, and 
Calvin Redekop. The cross-overs notwithstanding, these two series were 
primarily the work of two different generations, or at least half-generations. One 
was a generation that came to intellectual maturity and attained churchly 
influence in the 1920s, 1930s and first half of the 1940s. The other was more a 
product of the late 1940s and 1950s. 

The two sets of publications are eclectic, as suggested by the large number of 
authors. They cover diverse subjects and over time became increasingly diverse. 

2. See Index of the Proceedings of the Conferences on Mennonite Educational and Cultural 
Problems,wol 1-16(1942-1967). 

3. There are also three articles by Harold S. Bender, but they are all reprints from The Mennonite 
Quarterly Review and are all included in the last issue of Concern. 
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The early years of both sets have a greater ideological consistency, and it is 
those years that provide a window on how the two generations of American 
Mennonites were interpreting their past. 

The early Proceedings leaned into sociology; the Concern pamphlets into 
theology. The Proceedings^ were fearful of cultural accommodation; Concern 
feared theological accommodation. The writers of articles in the Proceedings 
feared accommodation from an intrusive and invidious modern order that 
stripped away the isolation of the smaller ethno-religious group. The Concern 
circle feared accommodation that came from intentional borrowing from the 
larger culture. This borrowing was neither creeping nor almost imperceptible, 
but consciously done by established and leading figures in the church. The 
Proceedings embraced Mennonite institutional development because it offered a 
measure of cultural self-sufficiency; Concern found that institutional 
development threatening because it feared self-sufficiency. Historian Steve 
Nolt's observation about what the Mennonite Community movement and the 
Concern movement shared also identifies an important similarity between the 
Proceedings and Concern. Nolt suggested that while both rejected any notion of 
the church being responsible "for society" they both advocated a responsibility 
"to society."4 For Jhe Proceedings that responsibility was building cultural 
models and for Concern it was building theological models. 

That there would be differing agendas and differing approaches between the 
two generations is not surprising. What is surprising is that despite differing 
intellectual orientations and coming of age in differing Mennonite worlds, the 
two generations share a common historical outlook. When interpreting the 
contours of Anabaptist-Mennonite history both invoked a meta-narrative. For 
both sets of pamphleteers sixteenth-century European Anabaptism generated an 
ideal that was hardly matched by the twentieth-century American Mennonite 
story. For both, the sixteenth-century was an epiphanous moment. The 
American story, by contrast, was unfortunately largely that of absorbing outside 
influences, acculturation and declension. 

Giving voice to some of these themes were two classical narratives: Harold 
S. Bender's "Outside Influences on Mennonite Thought" which appeared in the 
1953 Proceedings, and John Howard Yoder's "Anabaptist Vision and 
Mennonite Reality," of which only a summary appeared in the last issue of 
Concern. Originally published elsewhere, it nevertheless is consonant with the 
historical narrative of the early issues oí Concern? 

4. Steve Nolt, "Anabaptist Visions of Church and Society," MQR 69 (July 1995), 288. 
5. Harold S. Bender, "Outside Influences on Mennonite Thought," Proceedings (1953), 33-41; 

John Howard Yoder, "Anabaptist Vision and Mennonite Reality," Consultation on Anabaptist-
Mennonite Theology, ed. A. J. Klassen (Fresno, CA: Council of Mennonite Seminaries, 1970), 1-46. 
The summary of this appears in John Howard Yoder, "The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision," 
Concern: A Pamphlet Series 18 (1971), 22-23. [Hereafter this will be cited as Concern.] 
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This meta-narrative of declension was laid out in the first issue of each 
periodical. The very title of Robert Friedmann's essay in the first issue of the 
Proceedings—"The Anabaptist Genius and its Influence on Mennonites 
Today"—gave voice to the problem. Anabaptism's genius was that it fulfilled 
the Reformation. Instead of stopping "halfway," as had the other reformers, the 
Anabaptists established the "true brotherhood of the reborn as a nucleus" in an 
otherwise pagan world. They had the courage to establish a church "in the 
proper sense of the word" and in so doing "challenged the world of the sixteenth 
century."6 But then the declension began. For Friedmann the source of decline 
was Pietism, which he defined in this essay as "an emotionalism of thoroughly 
different character." Other corrosive influences crept in so that Friedmann felt 
compelled to end the essay with the words of Jesus: "If the salt have lost his 
savor, wherewith shall it be salted."7 

For most of the other writers in the first issue of the Proceedings, the 
declension was not rooted in Pietism but rather in the American environment. 
Henry A. Fast's opening address of the conference—"The Mennonites in 
America Today"—offered an inventory of the assets and liabilities of Mennonite 
society. The liabilities included some internal failings, but the list of forces 
adversely affecting Mennonites began with the external ones: "modern business 
relations; public school influences, the divisive effect within the church of 
young people attending a variety of non-Mennonite Bible schools."8 

In the same conference that litany of detrimental environmental influences 
was successively invoked by Karl Baehr, Guy Hershberger, Melvin Gingerich 
and Robert Kreider. Baehr's invocation worked with a variant of the church-sect 
typology. Initially the sect, in this case Mennonites, practiced a high degree of 
self-sufficiency. But in the American environment with its formal practice of 
religious freedom, the sect and church increasingly moved toward interaction. 
As the relationship became more symbiotic, conflict emerged between 
conservatives seeking to maintain the isolation of the past, liberals quite willing 
to embrace the new interaction, and moderates caught in the confusing middle 
ground. For Baehr these positions became a de facto one-way acculturation 
ladder whose terminus was secularization.9 

6. Robert Friedman, "The Anabaptist Genius and its Influence on Mennonites Today," 
Proceedings (1942), 20-21. 

7. Ibid., 25. 
8. Henry Fast, "The Mennonites in America Today," Proceedings (1942), 11. 
9. Karl Baehr, "The Secularization Process Among Mennonites," Proceedings (1942), 35-40. 
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For Guy Hershberger the environmental threat was ari American culture 
marked by a growing avarice, materialism and paganism. Citing such diverse 
analysts as Oswald Spengler, Pitrim Sorokin, T. S. Eliot and Reinhold Niebuhr, 
Hershberger argued that these qualities were the consequence of the new 
industrial and urban order. Unlike Spengler's nihilism in the face of Western 
culture's death throes, Hershberger assumed that the Mennonites could stave off 
its consequences or at least ameliorate its most destructive elements. By drawing 
on their heritage of community and more intentionally refurbishing their 
community structures Mennonites could arrest the decline affecting the larger 
culture. The best Mennonite young minds, committed to remaining in the' 
Mennonite villages, could bring "the Mennonite church . . . back to its original 
idea of the Christian brotherhood, the holy community."10 

For Melvin Gingerich the environmental problems were similar to those that 
concerned Hershberger. The city posed two particular problems: "it is 
exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to maintain a healthy religious 
community life among the widely scattered members of an urban church."11 The 
individualism of the materialistic culture was much more tempting to those 
individuals freed from the constant face-to-face interaction of the smaller rural 
community. The second problem was potentially cataclysmic. Demographic data 
clearly showed the declining size of urban families. The trends led "to a sound 
conclusion that in order to escape possible extinction, the Mennonite church 
must use her influence against a rapid migration of her people to the cities."12 

Promoting the reinvigoration of rural communities was the appropriate counter 
to both threats. 

Robert Kreider's essay addressed a different problem and made more explicit 
than the others this environmental school of analysis. The 1942 conference 
provided an opportunity for a preliminary analysis of how young Mennonite 
men were responding to the conscription system of World War II. Kreider's 
presentation, "The Environmental Influences Affecting the Decisions of 
Mennonite Boys of Draft Age," was the first census of how Mennonite men 
were responding to the three alternatives that conscription offered: unrestricted 
military service, non-combatant military service and alternative service. Kreider 
had data on the decisions of 179 draftees: 102 were in the army and 77 were in 
Civilian Public Service camps (alternative service).13 That response was at 
considerable variance with the hopes of virtually all Mennonite denominational 
leaders. The problem was those environmental factors: "A fundamental 

10. Guy Hershberger, "Suggestions for Improving the Small Christian Community," 
Proceedings (1942), 48-59. Quote is on p. 58. 

11. Melvin Gingerich, "Is There Need for a Mennonite Rural Life Publication?" Proceedings 
(1942), 61-62. 

12. Ibid., 61. 
13. Robert Kreider, "The Environmental Influences Affecting the Decisions of Mennonite Boys 

of Draft Age," Proceedings (1942), 75-88. 



The American Mennonite Search for a Useable Past 475 

assumption in this entire study is this that the behavior of an individual is 
profoundly affected by environmental factors—religious, sociological, 
economic, psychological." For Kreider, as for these other analysts, the 
environment was different for the generation making these war-time choices: 
congregations had become more imitative of American Protestantism; 
Mennonite communities were geographically more scattered and isolated; 
ministers, in greater number, were training at schools that emphasized doctrines 
other than traditional Mennonite understandings; families were less active in 
church and community affairs, ethical and religious training was less influential; 
increased attendance in state-sponsored high schools and colleges or universities 
made it easier to "forfeit the peace positions;"14 urban settings diversified the 
pattern of social interaction and "the processes of social accommodation set 
in."15 

Kreider concluded the essay with a generalization that in many ways would 
become the theme of the entire set of Conferences on Mennonite Educational 
and Cultural Problems: "this problem of environmental influences can be a very 
significant area of study. Through observation, statistical analysis and 
interpretation, we may be able to gain a little keener insight of the factors 
necessary for the preservation and enrichment of our Mennonite . . . heritage."16 

For the essayists in the subsequent issues of the Proceedings what becomes 
clear is that the means to preservation, amidst this new and more hostile 
environment, were the building of Mennonite academic institutions, the defining 
of a Mennonite aesthetic, the use of Mennonite wealth to reinvigorate 
Mennonite communities and other forms of Mennonite cultural development. In 
short, the response to the decline among American Mennonites was the call for a 
reinvigoration of a distinctive Mennonite subculture. 

This lament about the current state of Mennonitism, albeit rooted in a very 
different setting, was echoed in the initial meeting of the Concern group. The 
"Introduction" to the first issue of Concern articulated the sense of historical 
disjunction that pervaded their 1952 meeting in Amsterdam: 

On the one hand we were aware of the more complete discipleship of the 
early Christians coupled with a fervent expectancy of the parousia, and on 
the other, of our own compromised life and at-home-ness in the world. In a 
similar vein we sensed the validity of the Anabaptist dissent and 'exodus' 
as over against world conformity within church life conterminous with 
society, freedom and necessity as expressed in the pneumatic church versus 
conformity and organization in the institutional church, and the renewal 

14. Ibid., 86. 
15. Ibid., 82. 
16. Ibid., 88. 
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and perpetuation of the true Christian community as compared to a church 
which becomes traditional or justifies the process of assimilation.17 

Paul Peachey's lead article in that first issue—"Toward an Understanding of 
the Decline of the West"—enlarged that declensional argument. The sources of 
that decline were the dilution of Christianity that came with the medieval 
formation of the corpus christianum and the subsequent rise of modern 
humanism. In this analysis the secularization of Western culture, brought on by 
the rise of humanism, was a direct consequence of that earlier dilution of 
Christianity. By failing to arrest that dilution the Reformation (the Anabaptists 
and their heirs included) were thus implicated in the "decline of the West."18 

In the fourth issue of Concern (1957) Peachey defined more fully the 
declensional state of the Mennonite church. The list of problematic features 
included "the attempt to revive ethnic Mennonitism by means of a strong 
denominational and academic program . . . the rational social organization of the 
denomination . . . the insistence that all spiritual initiative must pass through 
'official' channels . . . rising respectability, rather than true prophetic and 
redemptive witness."19 

BENDER AND YODER ON DECLENSION 
A fuller rendering of both the Proceedings and Concern version of this 

declensional mode of historical analysis came with Harold S. Bender's paper, 
"Outside Influences on Mennonite Thought" and John Howard Yoder's essay, 
"Anabaptist Vision and Mennonite Reality." Bender's indictment was strong: 
"When we compare what is at times a stolid, cold, self-satisfied, materialistic or 
tradition-bound and culture-conformist Mennonitism of today with the original 
aggressive, creative, nonconformist first generation and first century 
Anabaptism we can well discern that a great change has taken place."20 

Yoder's statement of declension was even stronger: "So what we have is not 
an Anabaptist community.... It is rather a small Christendom.... Mennonitism 
has become a Corpusculum Christianum, a small Christian body, a Christian 
corpuscle. . . . This is not like the New Testament church and it is not like the 
Anabaptists."21 

Several scholars, notably Rodney Sawatsky and John D. Roth, have 
commented on the historical significance of the Yoder address.22 They suggested 

17. "Introduction," Concern 1 (June 1954), 5-6. 
18. Paul Peachey, "Toward an Understanding of the Decline of the West," Concern 1 (June 

1954), 8-44. 
19. Paul Peachey, "What is Concern?" Concern 4 (June 1957), 14-17. 
20. Bender, "Outside Influences on Mennonite Thought," 36. 
21. Yoder, "Anabaptist Vision and Mennonite Reality," 6-7. 
22. Rodney Sawatsky, "Critiquing Outside Influences: The Problem of a Mennonite Historical 

Hermeneutics" (unpublished paper); John D. Roth, "Living Between the Times: 'The Anabaptist 
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it became the paradigm for the interpretation of Anabaptist-Mennonite history. 
Whatever disagreements there were between Bender and Yoder, and there were 
many, these two addresses evidence at one level a convergence in their 
understanding of the Mennonite story. In these essays both Bender and Yoder 
approached the story in essentially ahistorical terms. Both began by defining 
Anabaptism not as a historical moment but as a hermeneutical principle. Yoder 
stated it most emphatically: Anabaptism was "not a century but a 
hermeneutic."23 For Bender "God's historic purpose" for Mennonites was the 
same from 1525 to the present. For both, replication of those purposes, however 
differently understood, was the task of Mennonite history. Anabaptism was the 
norm by which all subsequent history was to be judged. 

Thus for these two leading interpreters of Mennonite theology and history the 
Mennonite story became largely one of disjuncture between the sixteenth-
century and the twentieth. For both the declension lay in the adoption of 
attitudes, theologies, and institutional forms foreign to Anabaptism. Bender 
offered a more systematic analysis of the borrowings than previously done. He 
saw borrowings from many sources and across the centuries: Socinianism, 
Pietism, Modernism, Lutheranism, nationalism, Liberalism, Fundamentalism, 
radio, tracts and periodicals. The borrowings that Yoder identified extended 
across the centuries, but he focused on those from the mid-nineteenth century 
forward. Included among the borrowers in Yoder's assessment was Bender's 
own "Anabaptist Vision." In some ways it was the most seductive of the 
borrowings because it was done in the name of Anabaptism. Yoder granted that 
it may have been that in substance but in form it was Presbyterian.24 By 
providing contemporary Mennonites with the patina of Anabaptism it was now 
harder to understand that "we are not simply falling short of the Anabaptist 
vision; we are in our fundamental structures incompatible with it."25 

Bender was more optimistic about the Mennonite capability to overcome this 
history of external borrowing: "We as a whole brotherhood will find our way 
through to a continuing vigorous, thoroughly Mennonite evangelical 
brotherhood, profiting from the best that comes to us from the outside, rejecting 
the harmful, [and] moving forward in our witness and ministry."26 

Yoder was less sanguine. The declension had proceeded too far. And the 
recent renaissance in Anabaptist ideation in fact made "it harder to face the 

Vision and Mennonite Reality' Revisited," MQR 69 (July 1995), 323-36. Sawatsky subsequently 
elaborated some of the positions articulated in this unpublished piece in "The Quest for a Mennonite 
Hermeneutic," The Conrad Grebel Review 11 (Winter 1993), 1-20. 

23. Yoder, "Anabaptist Vision and Mennonite Reality," 5. 
24. Ibid., 25-26. 
25. Ibid., 27-28. 
26. Bender, "Outside Influences on Mennonite Thought," 41. 
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problem of the "discontinuity between the Anabaptist Vision and the Mennonite 
Reality:'27 

ASSESSING THE DECLENSION INTERPRETATION 
Declension as a framework for historical analysis has a long history among 

religious communities. These articles decrying the disjuncture between the 
sixteenth-century Anabaptist story and the twentieth-century Mennonite reality 
stand in the jeremiadic tradition of a prophetic vision that can be an important 
corrective for any Christian community. Surely it is always appropriate for the 
church to assess itself against earlier moments that are presumed to be more 
faithful. And yet the question before us is, why did Mennonites express their 
history in these ritualistic statements of declension? Why did Mennonite 
intellectuals find it necessary to engage in this kind of analysis and why did their 
co-religionists listen? Or did their people listen? 

These two differing generations invoking a similar historical narrative does 
invite analysis. There are at last three alternative ways to muse about the 
emergence of these historical jeremiads. 

First, the declensional mood is surely a reflection of something present in the 
mid-twentieth century Mennonite world. The middle decades of the twentieth 
century were stressful ones for many Mennonites. The depression of the 1930s, 
the trauma of World War II and the shifting demographic and social patterns 
that followed the war all created upheavals and stresses in established 
Mennonite patterns. It may be that the Mennonite world was declining. If so, 
finding virtue at an earlier point in time could certainly sooth a beleaguered 
people. 

If these pamphlet series, at least in their inception, responded to the specific 
stresses of the war-time and its aftermath, they were also part of the larger 
American Mennonite search for a social posture in a modernizing American 
culture. They were part of the search for both ideational and sociological carriers 
of a Mennonite world rapidly losing the isolation of previous centuries. As part 
of that search, critique and assessment were surely appropriate. Yet the 
renaissance in Anabaptist historical and theological reflection that shaped this 
ideational search also offered immense promise; in many ways its mood was 
more one of optimism than the angst of this declensional posture. 

Second, it may be that these voices who found the tradition of borrowing 
from outsiders as part of the reason for the declension were, paradoxically, 
themselves borrowing themes from outside the Mennonite tradition. The 
Proceedings echoed social science theory current at the University of Chicago; 
Concern echoed theology emanating from various European academic centers. 

27. Yoder, "Anabaptist Vision and Mennonite Reality," 27. 
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Both Fretz and Baehr were educated at the University of Chicago and its 
affiliates. From 1915 and at least into the 1940s the university's sociology 
department was one of the premier programs in the nation. At Chicago 
sociology merged concerns for social problems, community service, civic 
improvement and social justice into a highly melioristic approach to the ills of 
the new urban and industrial order. For young idealistic Mennonites concerned 
about the fate of Mennonites in an urban, industrial and secularizing world, few 
programs offered a sounder critique of these emerging social realities.28 

Robert Park defined the world of Chicago sociology as much as any 
sociologist. He had grown up, like the essayists in the Proceedings, in 
communities that were relatively stable and characterized by face-to-face 
relationships. Park and other American thinkers in this tradition frequently 
distrusted the large city as an environment that eroded the boundaries and 
controls necessary for the maintenance of civic virtue.29 For Mennonites, of 
course, the issue was not so much civic virtue as the preservation of Mennonite 
faith and culture. 

The Chicago school's environmentalist theory of the social conditions 
necessary for civic virtue also entailed a theory of human personality. The 
individual person required certain environmental factors to achieve the desirable 
result.30 The role of the environment in molding of human personality also fit 
well with this growing Mennonite angst. Insofar as Mennonites were removed 
from the village, their defective behavior—whether military service or larger 
patterns of secularization—called for the re-isolation of the individual and the 
reinvigoration of the small community. 

Park's even stronger contribution to this school of environmental influences 
was his theory of cultural assimilation. More than any previous analyst he 
described the social dynamics by which cultural groups became absorbed in the 
larger social structures. While Mennonites in Parks' analysis were culturally 
marginal in the 1920s and 1930s, such groups with time also entered into the 
cycle of assimilation.31 

If the writers in the Proceedings echoed the sentiments of the University of 
Chicago social scientists, some of the preoccupation of the writers in Concern 
echoed the neo-orthodox theology they encountered during their study and 
service in Europe. The Concern fear of the cultural captivity of the church was a 
lesson well learned by the neo-orthodox. The ability of the church to 

28. On the University of Chicago Sociology Department, see Fred H. Matthews, Quest for An 
American Sociology: Robert E. Park and the Chicago School (Montreal: McGill-Queens University 
Press, 1977); Stow Persons, Ethnic Studies at Chicago, 1905-1945 (Urbana: University of Illinois, 
1987) and Martin Bulmer, The Chicago School of Sociology: Institutionalization, Diversity and the 
Rise of Sociological Research (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). 

29. Matthews, Quest for an American Sociology, 122-123. 
30. Ibid., 123. 
31. Persons, Ethnic Studies at Chicago, chs. 4 and 5. 

v. 



480 The Mennonite Quarterly Review 

domesticate theology and surrender its prophetic witness were central insights of 
the neo-orthodox theologians. Much like Yoder's catalogue of "borrowings" 
from American Protestantism that compromised the Anabaptist witness, so the 
Protestant borrowings from liberal culture had vitiated the church's witness. The 
declensional and even apocalyptic mood of Paul Peachey's "The Decline of the 
West" approximates more nearly than any other piece of Mennonite writing the 
catastrophism vein so common to neo-orthodox writing.32 

A third way to analyze the emergence of these historical jeremiads is to ask 
whether they are better understood as rhetorical gestures. Historian Perry 
Miller's analysis of the role of jeremiads in Puritan society might offer us some 
insight as to their role in Mennonite society.33 Jeremiads emerge among people 
whose self-understanding involves a high calling and a destiny that transcends 
the objectives of most mortals. Puritan and Mennonite society in the New World 
are surely very different. But one consequence of the ideas flowing out of the 
Anabaptist renaissance was that Mennonites came to develop their own "city on 
a hill" expectations. Mennonites too could be harbingers of a new order that had 
relevance far beyond their boundaries.34 

Miller provocatively suggests that for idealistic groups jeremiads were a form 
of psychological release. They were the "professions of a society that knew it 
was doing wrong, but could not help itself, for the wrong thing was also the 
right thing." Thus the historical jeremiads become "social purgations" or forms 
of "public expiation" for sins that could not be avoided.35 

Mennonite society and Mennonite religiosity could not be frozen into the 
sixteenth century. Even as the larger culture had changed so Mennonites had 
also changed. Those changes were inevitable and even necessary. Mennonite 
ideation carried Mennonites out beyond the boundaries of their small 
communities and hence they could not avoid an accommodation with that larger 
world. The secluded past was gone. Building Mennonite institutions was a 
necessary means to buffer that accommodation. The jeremiads of the 
Proceedings bewailed that movement into the society and the jeremiads of 
Concern bewailed the institution-building that maintained some continuing 
sense of separateness. Perhaps these rituals of historical condemnation 

32. Conrad Grebel Review 8 (Spring 1990) contains reflections by six of the original Concern 
members who met in Amsterdam in 1952. Some of their autobiographical essays reflect on the 
intersection of the issues troubling them and the state of European society. See particularly Irvin B. 
Horst, 132; John Miller, 153; Calvin Redekop, 170-171; and David A. Shank, 178-79. 

33. The next several paragraphs are informed by Perry Miller, Nation 's Nature (Boston: Harvard 
University Press, 1967), 14-49. 

34. See Paul Toews, Mennonites in American Society, 1930-1979: Modernity and the 
Persistence of Religious Community (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1996). ch. 4-7, deal in varying 
ways with the new spirit of Mennonite optimism that emerged on the heels of the intellectual 
reorientation that accompanied the renaissance in Anabaptist history. 

35. Miller, Nature 's Nation, 48. 
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empowered and freed both sets of generations to continue moving into the larger 
culture and to build those distinctive institutions buffer them. 

In the biblical tradition jeremiads call not merely for confession but for an 
actual change in habits. These Mennonite historical jeremiads produced little of 
the sort. They did not signal a change in the industriousness by which 
Mennonites generated economic wealth, attained educational degrees, moved 
into the larger society and built those very institutions from which they^could 
enter with strength into that ecumenical dialogue that the Concern generation 
wished to achieve. On the other hand these historical jeremiads were certainly 
means by which both generations could articulate their loyalty to the tradition. 
Most probably the sins lamented in the jeremiads were incurable. 

FROM A DECLENSIVE TO AN IRONIC INTERPRETATION 
In the last third of the twentieth century the mode of American Mennonite 

historiographical analysis shifted away from this declensional interpretation. 
That shift was likely made possible by the demise of the "normative 
Anabaptism'* that both Bender and Yoder articulated. Ironically, two 
articulations of a more pluralistic Anabaptism came from William Klassen and 
Walter Klaassen in the last Concern publication.36 The 1975 publication of 
James Stayer, Werner O. Packull and Klaus Deppermann, "From Monogenesis 
to Polygenesis: The Historical Discussion of Anabaptist Origins" published in 
Bender's own journal—The Mennonite Quarterly Review—not only challenged 
Bender's analysis of the sixteenth century but his normative role in shaping 
Mennonite self-understandings.37 Now freed from the Mennonite version of the 
immaculate conception, historiography could turn in differing directions. 

Irony, much like the declensive interpretation, assesses cultures and 
movements on the plane of intentionality and consequences. Like the declensive 
framework, irony, laments that history does not always achieve its fondest 
hopes; it recognizes that the forces of history are more intractable than those 
who interpret from the declensive posture assume. Irony recognizes that ideas 
double back on themselves, and actions frequently achieve results different than 
anticipated—despite the best of intentions our capacity to shape the future is 
always limited. Irony, historian of American ideas Gene Wise says, understands 

36. See William Klassen, "Anabaptist Studies," Concern 18 (July 1971), 45-107; Walter 
Klaassen, "Radical Reformation," ibid., 108-57. 

37. See James M. Stayer, Werner O. Packull, Klaus Deppermann, "From Monogenesis to 
Polygenesis: The Historical Discussion of Anabaptist Origins," MQR 49 (April 1975), 83-121. For 
further discussion of this revising of Bender and Yoder see James Stayer, "The Easy Demise of a 
Normative Vision," in ed. Calvin Wall Redekop, Mennonite Identity: Historical and Contemporary 
Perspectives (Lantham, MD: University Press of America, 1988), 109-16; Rodney Sawatsky, "The 
One and the Many: The Recovery of Mennonite Pluralism," in ed. Walter Klaassen, Anabaptism 
Revisited: Essays on Anabaptist/Mennonite Studies in Honor of C.J. Dyck (Scottdale, PA: Herald 
Press, 1992), 141-54. 
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that neither ideas nor actions "travel down straight and narrow lines." The 
discrepancy between intention and consequence may be simply an incongruity 
or a paradox. But incongruity can also be transmuted into irony if the actors 
redouble their objective to achieve the intentions even though the consequences 
are plainly different. Irony frequently comes from an overzealous pursuit, a 
fervent dedication to something that is not attainable. The cultures or sub
cultures most prone to irony are those which tend to understand themselves and 
examine their actions in essentially moral or theological terms.39 

The four-volume Mennonite Experience in America (MEA) series made one 
of those historiographical turns. Even though only James C. Juhnke formally 
used the concept of irony in the four volumes. Amidst the multiplicity of topics 
covered and the diversity of interpretations the volumes, invoke an ironic 
interpretation at numerous critical points.40 Thus, the title of Juhnke's last 
chapter of Vision, Doctrine, War—"Ironies of Acculturation and Achievements 
of an Emerging Denomination"41—points toward a concept that runs through all 
four volumes. There is irony, for example, in the story of the Old Orders (Amish 
and Mennonite) who more consciously than most people in American society 
sought to fence themselves off from the larger culture now becoming folk 
heroes. They have, paradoxically or perhaps ironically, acquired the national 
attention that many of their more acculturated Mennonite cousins wish to 
achieve. 

The irony of Mennonites seeking to maintain their separateness through the 
use of American techniques has not been lost on the MEA authors. The 
institutions—schools, mission agencies, publishing houses—designed to shelter 
Mennonite identity from corrosive outside influences also became the structures 
to mediate American values. Theologies designed to strengthen separatism 
frequently broke down barriers to American resistance. The story of Mennonite 

38. Gene Wise, American Historical Explanations: A Strategy for Grounded Inquiry 
(Homewood, IL: Dorsey Press, 1973), 300-01. 

39. Ibid., 49-56. 
40. In "The Quest for the Mennonite Holy Grail: Reflection on the 'Mennonite Experience in 

America' Project," Direction 26 (Spring 1997), 43-61,1 have reflected at some length on how an 
ironic interpretation informed this series. The following paragraphs are indebted to this previous 
essay. 

41. The four volumes in the Mennonite Experience of America series: Richard K. MacMaster, 
Land, Piety, Peoplehood: The Establishment of Mennonite Communities in America, 1683-1790. 
The Mennonite Experience in America, vol. 1 (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1985); Theron F. 
Schlabach, Peace, Faith, Nation: Mennonites and Amish in Nineteenth-Century America. The 
Mennonite Experience in America, vol. 2 (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1988); James C. Juhnke, 
Vision, Doctrine, War: Mennonite Identity and Organization in America, 1890-1930. The Mennonite 
Experience in America, vol. 3 (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1989); Paul Toews, Mennonites in 
American Society, 1930-1970: Modernity and the Persistence of Religious Community. The 
Mennonite Experience in America, vol. 4 (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1996). 
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fundamentalism is the story of seeking to resist acculturation, yet it is surely also 
the story of accelerating integration.42 

The Mennonite experience of American wars is another ironical story. That 
Mennonites would face difficulty in wartime is axiomatic. Patriotic fervor has 
frequently called into question those less willing to engage in the rituals of 
wartime militarism. But even for Mennonites wars have often been moments for 
the recrudesence of a fading idealism. James Juhnke long agolaught us the 
double impact of wars on American Mennonites. They both accelerate and brake 
the drift of Mennonites into American culture. They sharpen the sense of civic 
responsibility, but also the sense of civic alienation. They focus and diffuse 
Mennonite identity. They fragment and revitalize Mennonites.43 

The practice of Christian community is central to Mennonite theologizing. 
Surely Mennonites in American society sought to establish Christian 
communities. To a considerable degree the capacity to achieve that goal was 
rooted in Mennonite wealth and the ability to purchase contiguous land. 
Mennonite settlement patterns, for the Swiss-South German immigrants coming 
in the late seventeenth-century and on into the mid-nineteenth century and the 
later Russian Mennonite immigrants, were unavailable to many other incoming 
groups. The Dutch Mennonite wealth and the subsequent achievements of the 
American Mennonites made land purchases possible. Does our theology of 
community need to take into account the role of capitalist accumulation and 
speculation and Mennonite wealth disproportionate to the general population?44 

CONCLUSION 
Irony, more than the declensive theory, helps us to understand the 

recalcitrance of history. There will always be a gap between what John Yoder 
called "vision" and "reality." It is not simply the gap of misperception, or an 
inability to be discriminate. It is the gap that arises from the human condition, 
from the mixed quality of all our actions, from our inability to control the 
historical destiny. Recognizing the ironic tendency of history frees us from the 
fallacy that we can recapitulate some "normative" moment or movement. It may 
assuage our guilt; but more importantly it generates a respectful humility about 
what we can achieve. The ironic interpretation is an appropriate way to 
understand the gap between American idealism and American history, between 
Mennonite idealism and Mennonite history.45 It is no accident that viewing the 

42. See particularly Theron F. Schlabach, "Paradoxes of Mennonite Separatism," Pennsylvania 
Mennonite Heritage 2 (January 1979), 12-17; Toews, Mennonites in American Society, ch. 3. 

43. James C. Juhnke, "Mennonite Revitalization in the Wake of World War I," MQR 60 (January 
1986), 15-30; see also Juhnke, Vision, Doctrine, War, ch. 8; Toews, Mennonites in American 
Society, chs. 6 and 7. 

44. MacMaster, Land, Piety, Peoplehood, 80, raises interesting questions about the earliest 
settlements that are equally applicable to the development of subsequent communities. 

45. Reinhold Niebuhr, The Irony of American History (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
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American Mennonite story through the ironic prism is the product of a 
generation trained in American history.46 

Another generation will provide still another interesting interpretative 
frameworks. Robert Kreider, one of those tempted in that 1942 Conference on 
Mennonite Cultural Problems with the declensional interpretation, subsequently 
invoked the words of Mao Zedong to encourage analysts of the Mennonite story 
to develop a rich and varied historiography. His call in 1983 is even more 
apropos today: "Let a hundred flowers bloom. . . . Let a hundred schools of 
thought contend."47 

1952) remains the classic ironic interpretation. Richard Reinitz treats the role of this volume in 
shaping other scholars* work in Irony and Consciousness: American Historiography and Reinhold 
Niebuhr's Vision (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1980). 

46. The four authors of the MEA series were all trained as American historians. 
47. Robert Kreider, "'Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom' and One Lord, One Faith, One Baptism,"' 

MQR 51 (My 1983), 181. 


