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Historically speaking, the problem of ongms is never 
simple and always complex. Trying to explain the emer
gence of a small group of dissenters amidst another group 
of historic dissenters in mid-nineteenth century Russia 
raises certain fundamental questions. What was the setting 
of the event? What ideas were involved? How long were 
they in circulation? What kind of personalities participated 
in the dispute? Did socio-economic factors play a role? 
Was the event an isolated episode or part of a widespread 
upheaval? Answers to these problems involve two further 
questions. What kind of sources are available and how can 
they be interpreted? 

Inherent in a long-standing ethno-religious group like 
the Mennonites or a new life movement within it such as 
the Mennonite Brethren are several difficulties which com
plicate an examination of the origins question. The first 
involves the group's awareness of its past. This conscious
ness need not include a knowledge of precise historical 
data or even an intense loyalty to the faith of the fathers. 
Its essential ingredient is an idealized concept of its past 
which somehow validates the group's current religious 

· status and practice. Such a popular pious tradition might 
well be beneficial if it contains revitalizing ideas, dehabili
tating if it undergirds religious pride. Almost any dissen
ting group with a long history tends to be inflexible when 
dealing with the interpretation of the documents upon 
which its history is based. A second problem complicating 
our task of historical reconstruction involves the current 
status of small group historiography. Thanks to the genero
sity of sociological and anthropological research we are 
everywhere beset by sect typologies and small group sys-
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terns. We have been shown that sects have distinguishable 
profiles, that they usually generate ethnic groups, and that 
ethnic groups are characterized by a deep consciousness of 
their own special identity. We have been told that, whether 
sectarian or ethnic, a given group's behaviour and reaction 
pattern is rather predictable. 1 For the historian small 
group models only become distressmg if it is assumed they 
can be taken back in time to fully explain century-old his
torical events. The historian still naively assumes the 
uniqueness of each historical situation and seeks to work 
from the evidence which the situation itself supplies. 

The Sources 

At the tum of the century, when historian P.M. Friesen 
prepared his far-ranging study of the Russian Mennonites, 
he penned the following comment concerning the primary 
sources pertaining to the emergence of the Brethren. 

"The material for the inner story, with its light and 
shadows, is so overwhelmingly numerous that the sur
viving contemporaries who in part participated in the 
events can scarcely imagine it. Large numbers of let
ters, documents, diaries, reminescences, memoirs etc. 
are on hand. Especially rich is the collection of letters 
(his own and those he received) of Johann Claassen of 
Lie ben au, who died in the Kuban. " 2 

Today with little more than a documentary remnant in
tact, it is difficult to share Friesen's elation. The surviving 
sources fall into two basic categories. The first encompas
ses the official correspondence, civic and ecclesiastical, re
lated to the process of secession itself. In all likelihood 
these latter documents owe their survival to Jacob Mann
hardt, editor of the German Mennonite publication, Men
nonitische Blatter. In 1863, he published some twenty-two 
documents pertaining to the separatist movement which he 
received through "the kindness of a dear brother in the 
Molochnaya settlement. " 3 Bekker reproduces the Mann
hardt material verbatim. P. M. Friesen's presentation of the 
documents differs somewhat from Bekker's, perhaps be-
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cause he had access to other handwritten versions. 4 The 
second category of material involves personal memoirs and 
letters. In the early 1860's Mannhardt published several 
letters from parties in Russia who had direct contact with 
or participated in the secession movement. 5 These provide 
at least some indication of the climate of public opinion in 
the South Russian Mennonite colonies during the first 
years of controversy. The only surviving memoirs are inclu
ded in the recently published Bekker manuscript, which 
generally has the flavor of an eye-witness account. 6 Was 
there additional material, now lost, which may have expan
ded our understanding? Elder August Lenzmann of Gna
denfeld, writing in Mennonitische Blatter, observed the 
nonconformists only read Friedensglocke and the "mission 
pamphlets of baptized Christians. " 7 The periodical does 
not seem to have survived nor do we know anything about 
the content of the mission pamphlets. Similarly, P. M. 
Friesen quotes from the diary of one of the dissenters, 
Jacob Reimer of Gnadenfeld, another source apparently 
lost to the vissisitudes of time.8 For the present we must 
assume our sources are as complete as they will ever be. 
How can they be characterized? 

1. The majority of the documents reflect the actions 
and attitudes of a few. A highly stratified, self-contained 
religious community with a more autocratic power struc
ture than we possibly care to admit, was confronted by a 
small dissenting group. From the very onset the protest 
was dealt with in a legal-bureaucratic fashion because it di
rectly affected the ecclesiastical and civic structure of the 
community. As such it became a personal conflict between 
establishment and nonconformist leaders. A few deter
mined the stance of the many both during the struggle and 
for almost a century after. Antagonistic attitudes which 
separated the mother church and the dissenters for decades 
were initially based on a series of administrative docu
ments in which the minority cried persecution and the ma
jority cited seditious and unbecoming religious attitudes 
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and practices. Later stereotypes held by either group were 
unfortunately based on the assessment of the actual events 
by a small number of observers and protagonists who left a 
clear record of their diplomatic strategy and happily in
cluded some of their ideological views. 

2. Most of the surviving material is singularly in favor of 
the nonconformists. From an ideological standpoint they 
represent a plea for freedom of conscience and worship. 
The secessionists cite their desire for the restoration of 
such Anabaptist ideals as the believers' church with the ap
propriate emphasis on baptism and the Lord's Supper. By 
contrast the opposition offers no refreshing vision. They 
insist only on maintaining tradition and invoke the aid of 
civil authorities. The 20th Century Anabaptist, saturated 
with contemporary free church idealisms as well as the non
conformist visions of his sixteenth century forebearers, in
stinctively sides with the dissenters. Can we correct the 
bias of the primary sources? Unfortunately, we don't 
know what went on in back of the documents. Did some 
of the Brethren deliberately try to offend the religious 
conscience of orthodox Mennonitism? Did the new group 
threaten civic and religious authorities with more than the 
loss of the Mennonite privilegium? Do the documents re
present a leadership quarrel or are they indicative of wide
spread public opinion? At present we possess insufficient 
interpretations of the quarrel from the contemporaries on 
both sides. Barring such a comparison of views, caution in 
assigning a precise degree of bias to the documents may 
constitute the better part of valor. 

3. One further perspective characterizes the documents 
of 1860. They don't tell us enough about the insides of the 
people involved. Bureaucratic and administrative in nature, 
they offer few clues as to the theological-intellectual evolu
tion of the early Brethren or of the exterit to which their 
views were held within the Mennonite community. Was 
there more to the dispute than religion? Did family quar
rels, competition for leadership or personal rivalries affect 
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the schism? The surviving material provides no answers to 
such questions. 

In approaching the sources we must assume their inher
ent veracity even if a bias is suspected. If the originators of 
the documents were crafty men, using religion in a bid for 
power or to remain in power, their theology was hopeless
ly apolitical and their strategy badly formulated. Their dip
lomatic tactics were an unqualified failure. The very naive
te of the dissenters is probably the strongest argument for 
their sincerity. They were honest about their intentions 
and we must accept what they had to say about them
selves. 

The secession document of January 6, 1860, though it 
begins negatively by attacking the rest of the community 
as decadent and religiously inferior, adequately reflects a 
basic dimension in the experience of the early Brethren. In 
the context of their own circumscribed life style they per
sonally underwent a revolutionary religious upheaval. This 
upheaval focused upon a tangible conversion; baptism 
upon the confession of personal faith; a circumspect life of 
discipleship. The dissenters affirmed a rediscovery of the 
Anabaptist distinctives contained in the writings of Menno 
Simons. Their convictions, they asserted, were "in full ac
cord with our beloved Menno Simons".9 It seems unduly 
harsh to dismiss the references to Menno as blatant polem
icism. Whether the later struggle between the rebel and 
the parent has conditioned us to blind loyalty or perpet
ual cynicism, a dispassionate reading of the secession docu
ment can only lead us to the conclusion that the non-con
formists of 1860 meant what they said. The ideas they 
committed to paper constituted the essence of the gospel 
for them and were liberalizing and exciting. 

The secession documents, official in character and limi
ted in ideological scope, provide only selective clues as to 
the evolution of the Brethren. Even the added perspectives 
offered by memoirs of the Bekker type can only be ade
quately understood in the context of the Russian Menno-
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nite community of the mid-nineteenth century. In many 
ways the type of dissent which emerged and the confron
tation it produced had its roots inside the structure of that 
community. What were its salient characteristics? 

The Mennonites who left Prussia for Russia at the end 
of the eighteenth century were already an ethnic group. 
During their sojourn in Prussia they lived mainly in self
contained villages, relied on agriculture for economic sur
vival, and as historic nonconformists held to their Anabap
tist distinctives. Common traditions, beliefs, and language 
ensured a strong cohesiveness and homogeneity. When the 
Mennonites arrived in Russia the differences between them 
and their host society reinforced their isolation and sepa
rateness. The economic terms of settlement, by which the 
village held title to all land within its boundaries, ensured 
an almost intact transfer of the old social structure. Ini
tially the centralized control which such a land holding 
system implied, was neutralized by long-standing egalitar
ian traditions which featured election to both civil and re
ligious office. A strong sense of participatory democracy 
prevailed since all village property owners voted. Failure to 
re-elect quickly eliminated capricious or nonresponsive 
leadership. Then too, migration itself partially disrupted 
the institutionalized leadership, religious or civic, which 
had prevailed in Prussia. In the case of early Mennonite 
settlement in Russia the frontier certainly had a democra
tizing effect. On the other hand, the circumstances of fron
tier life made leadership based on community consensus a 
precarious affair as men like Hoeppner and Bartch so un
fortunately discovered. 1 0 

Authoritarian Leadership 

By the mid-nineteenth century the Mennonite commu
nity in South Russia found itself subjected to a more and 
more centralized form of local government. Basic to the 
experiences of the Brethren in the early 1860s was the 
kind of power structure and leadership which had become 
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acceptable to the Mennonite community as a whole. An 
"open" society relying on consensus had become "closed" 
and ruled by an elite. The trend towards a more authori
tarian power structure was rooted in two major develop
ments in the Russian Mennonite colonization experience. 
The first of these was economic and demographic in char
acter. Rapid population increase a few decades after settle
ment not only absorbed reserve lands but produced an im
poverished proletariate as well. What was the impact of 
this sustained population growth? As of January 1st, 1856, 
the Molochnaya settlement (48 villages) numbered 17,516; 
by 1860 it stood at 20,828; in 1865 it reached 24,235. 
While the total population still stood at 17,516 the colony 
listed 2,059 landless families compared to 1,188 with land. 
Assuming an average family size of 5.0 there was only 
enough land to support a population of 5,940 in a system 
where indivisable farmsteads were the rule. 1 1 What kind 
of pressures existed when the population stood at 20,828 
or 24,236? We must remember that systematic coloniza
tion under the supervision of the mother colony only be
gan in the late 1860s. 

Meanwhile in the 1850s the rich became richer and the 
poor poorer. The agricultural innovations of Johann 
Comies (1789-1848) had accrued mainly to the benefit of 
the landowners and these were now in a position to capital
ize on the European demand for Russian grain which de
veloped in the mid-nineteenth century. The capital inflow 
generated by the new agricultural markets benefited the al
ready affluent and facilitated their further expansion. Nat
urally this capitalist minority struggled to retain control. 
Since the right to vote was tied to land holding, power in 
the Mennonite community devolved to a declining (in re
lation to the overall population) but economically domi
nant minority. The landless revolt of the 1850s was not 
only a protest against economic deprivation, but also a
gainst a centralized and authoritarian leadership. 1 2 

This new type of leadership was not only typified by 
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the kind of civic tyranny exercised by Johann Comies, but 
included an ecclesiastical dimension as well. Adolf Ehrt in 
his Das Mennonitentum in Russland makes the significant 
observation that by 1850 the landowning class in the older 
Mennonite settlements was in a position to elect its own 
members to all ecclesiastical and civic positions. A "Herr
schaft der Wirte" (rule of the landowners) subsequently 
dominated not only the economic but also the religious 
life of the colonies. 1 3 The Mennonite elders, often elected 
because they were economically self-sufficient and hence 
served gratuitously, invariably reflected the interests of 
their class. Obviously the formation of the Kirchenkonuent 
(Council of Elders) sometime before 1850 marked the 
creation of an ecclesiastic parallel to the kind of civic 
power exercised by Comies. Without obtaining community 
consensus the elders designated their agency as the su
preme arbitrator in all religious matters. The diarchy was 
now complete. Secular officials could now deal with dis
sent in cooperation with the Kirchkonuent or simply in
struct this body as to what action should be taken. 

It was soon apparent that within the diarchy the church 
was subjected to the state. The deposition of elder Hein
rich Wiens of Margenau in 184 7 not only illustrates the na
ture of the diarchy's operation, but possibly established a 
precedent for dealing with the 1860 dissent in the Menno
nite community. The civil side of the case involved the 
head of the Supervisory Commission in Odessa during the 
1840s, Eduard von Hahn. From the little we know of him 
he was certainly the tsar's man and did not hesitate to 
wield his master's power. Elder Wiens had excommunica
ted several of his members for assisting in the corporal 
punishment of a youth after they were ordered to do so by 
the village mayor. The action apparently challenged the 
jurisdiction of the local civic authorities. 1 4 Hahn visited 
Halbstadt on July 20th, 1846 and ordered Wiens to appear 
before him. 1 5 Wiens immediately began defending himself 
on the ground that the Mennonite Priuilegium guaranteed 
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religious freedom. He implied that as an elder he had exer
cised that right. Hahn disagreed. Ministers should not in
volve themselves in worldly affairs and like others in the 
community submit to established civic authority. When 
the elder once more sought to justify his stance Hahn curt
ly reminded him that he was "only a farmer (Wirt) with 65 
dessiatines of land and as a farmer was subject to the 
mayor (Schulze) and also not exempt from corporal pun
ishment."1 6 Turning to the rest of the assembled elders 
Hahn observed that if they held to Wiens he would make 
official representations aimed at abolishing the Mennonite 
Privilegium. He expected the elders to show their good 
faith towards established authority by appropriately deal
ing with Wiens. On August 14, 1846 Hahn wrote to Men
nonite civic leaders in the Molochnaya reiterating that 
spiritual leaders should not involve themselves in secular · 
affairs and that it was the first duty of every citizen "to 
obey the authorities appointed by the govemment."1 7 

Wiens was not a rabble-rouser. His farewell sermon tells 
us that. 1 8 Tactically Wiens may have hurt his cause by his 
brash talkativeness before von Hahn, but perhaps he won 
in the end. He would not allow secular authorities to dic
tate to his religious conscience. Hahn could only answer 
with threats of imprisonment and physical punishment. 
The other elders capitulated to civic pressure and deposed 
Wiens. In doing so they played into the hands of the Men
nonite state and established a precedent for dealing with 
religious nonconformity. Less than two decades later 
David Friesen, district chairman, felt entirely within his 
rights when he ordered a close surveillance of the new re
ligious dissenters as though they belonged to a secret so
ciety. 1 9 By then the Mennonite elders accepted their sub
mission to the state without protest. There was no longer a 
clear line of demarcation between religion and politics. 
When Friesen requested information regarding the reasons 
for the secession from the Molochnaya elders in 1860, 
they cited the dissenters insistence upon personal interpre-
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tation of the Scriptures; private observance of the Lord's 
Supper; the corruption of the existing church. Taking no 
further note of the religious nature of the protest the elders 
noted that "Irritations and disorders could emerge if they 
continue as a free and new religious fellowship", and that 
"we cannot give our consent to the formation and exis
tence of a free and new religious fellowship within our 
Mennonite community."2 0 Then, almost like medieval 
bishops, they do not wish to specify "what further treat
ment or punishment be applied" by civil authorities. 2 1 

Our analysis of mid-nineteenth century Russian Men
nonitism has already suggested a second major element 
contributing to a shift in the Mennonite power structure -
the union of church and state. An examination of confes
sions of faith drafted prior to their departure for Russia 
suggest that the Prussian Mennonites had not forgotten 
such historic Anabaptist distinctives as the believers' 
church, the separation of church and state and nonresis
tence. In practice, however, these concepts became institu
tionalized and credalized. Since the terms of Mennonite 
settlement in Russia eliminated outside pressures by gran
ting virtual autonomy in matters of religion and local gov
ernment, already tarnished ideals formalized further. An 
ironic sequel ensued. Historically dissent separated the 
Mennonites from the rest of society. Once apart they 
created their own social frame in Prussia as well as Russia, 
and the Volkskirche tradition, against which their fore
fathers so vigorously protested, became comfortably es
tablished within their own midst. The Mennonite church 
in Russia became co-extensive with society and accepted 
as members all those within its political and social order. 
Religious voluntarism, so basic to the Anabaptist-Men
nonite past, produced its own social frame in the Russian 
environment. Functioning within a self-contained system, 
the Mennonite community was not required to elect a re
ligious or secular stance as the underlying base of its social 
structure because these interests tended to merge into one. 
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The Mennonite marriage of church and state remained 
functional, perhaps even happy, for several decades. As 
long as either facet was not seriously challenged or forced 
to survive independently the Mennonite community ap
peared secure. The prevailing politico-religious system be
came regarded as sacred and inviolable and any religious 
nonconformity was interpreted as an attack upon the very 
fabric of Mennonitism. In a system somewhat akin to that 
of the Mennonites in Mexico today any deviation, civic or 
religious, became a major threat. In retrospect it appears 
ironic that a subjective religious experience involving the 
independent celebration of the Lord's Supper posed a col
lective danger and that volost chairman Friesen instinctive
ly invoked his civil authority and the provisions of czarist 
law to squelch an act of piety. In the Russian Mennonite 
community once radical religious ideals were molded to 
fit a narrow ethnic setting. The Mennonites who held re
ligious and political power in 1860 were born, raised and 
elected to office within a self-contained world. The Men
nonite bureaucrats of the era, much like their czarist coun
terparts, were imprisoned by the genius of their own sys
tem and acted instinctively in defense of the only world 
they knew. Neither group could see beyond the structure 
which engulfed them. Some of the dissenters of 1860 in
terpreted the actions of Mennonite leaders as outright 
persecution directed against the true believers and as the 
blind hatred of the unrepentent and ungodly. As Bekker 
expressed it, they were "the associate accomplices of those 
who persecuted their fathers ... " 2 2 Neither party seemed 
to understand that the tenuous balance between church 
and state had been fatally undermined when a segment of 
the community clamoured for religious independence. In 
the Russian Mennonite world of 1860 the union of church 
and state created a corporateness which effectively curbed 
all ideological non-conformity. There was economic totali
tarianism as well. In the 1850s well over two-thirds of the 
Molochnaya Mennonites belonged to a landless proletariat, 
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who despaired of ever improving their economic lot be
cause the executive power to do so lay in the hands of the 
affluent minority. What kind of dissent amid this inflexible 
corporateness could generate greater equitability? Two un
related episodes may hold some answers to this question. 

The first involves the career of an Abraham Thiessen 
who was exiled to Siberia in 1874; fled to Switzerland in 
1876; migrated to the U.S.; returned as a U.S. citizen to 
Russia and was expelled. His crime: he vindictively fought 
on behalf of the landless Mennonites against landed Men
nonite capitalism. His pamphlets and representations 
earned him the wrath of the Mennonite and czarist bureau
cracy and the praise of the Party of the Peoples Will, the 
most radical of the Russian revolutionaries in the 1870s 
and 1880s. 2 3 

The second relates to the observations of Elder August 
Lenzmann of Gnadenfeld, a friend of the "brethren" be
fore the 1860 split. With a tinge of polemicism he gave the 
following description of some Brethren services. 

In their worship services there was disorder and ca
priciousness. Soon this one and then that one, regard
less of sex or age, loudly expressed his view or pray
ed while others expressed their approval with loud 
shouts like 'Victoria!,' 'Gloria!,' 'Hallelujah!,' or 
through handclapping jumping and loud laughter .... 
At times in their services they made such unnatural 
tumult with shrieking (shouting), singing, making 
music, dancing and jumping, that neighbours and 
passersby came running to see if lives were endan
gered in the house. 2 4 

Lenzmann also noted that in Liebenau and W ernersdorf 
the otherwise sensible Johann Claasen and his friend Cor
nelius Reimer disturbed the worship services by "winking 
and smiling to one another during the sermon and usually 
after the service they addressed the congregation. " 2 5 

The two situations possibly have a common meeting 
point. Historiographically there is a tendency to express 
the propertied and minority view of the mid-nineteenth 
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century Russian Mennonite experience and certainly for 
this segment there was much sweetness and light. But can 
we adequately comprehend the totalitarianism which con
trolled the life of the impoverished Mennonite? He was 
part of a corporate whole which allowed him no say in his 
destiny. In this setting might not the early Brethren and 
Abraham Thiessen have something in common, namely a 
desire to reassert their individualism? One part was ulti
mately successful in the religious field, the other failed in 
the political one. The proletariat struggled for freedom 
wherever possible and when they achieved it they cele
brated boisterously. Certainly some of the behaviour re
flected elements of the charismatic and pentecostal but 
was it not also a rampant individualism protesting the cor
porate structure dominating Mennonite life? As things 
turned out, nonconformity was really only viable in there
ligious field, Inadvertently Lenzmann described the early 
Brethren as a democratizing movement emphasizing egality 
and free speech. Almost anyone "loudly expressed his view 
or prayed. " 2 6 He and his contemporaries would have 
found it difficult to believe that group consensus was a 
long claimed privilege in the Anabaptist tradition. By 1870 
many Mennonites began to find new economic, religious, 
and political freedom by settling on new frontiers. That 
alternative did not exist in 1860. 

Intellectual and Spiritual Attrition 

A second major characteristic of the c.1850 Menno
nite setting in Russia related to the deep-seated and wide
spread intellectual-religious attrition which coincided with 
the centralization of civic and religious power. In some 
ways this poverty of the mind and spirit is difficult to ex
plain. Some of the villages were fifty years removed from 
frontier settlement. Furthermore, the protracted migration 
from Prussia in the 1820s and 1830s did not consist solely 
of illiterate peasants. Cultural and especially religious rein
forcement came to the Molochnaya settlement in 1835 
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with the arrival of the Gnadenfeld settlers from Prussia. 
They brought with them not only the spirituality of pie
tism and the culture of Prussian Mennonitism, but also a 
general interest in education. Though their efforts to up
grade standards locally were successful, the colony as such 
responded slowly. In 1860 education beyond the elemen
tary level was still the privilege of a few since there was 
only one high school in Halbstadt (founded 1835). 

Religious literature capable of bringing change, such as 
the pietistically inclined works of Arndt, Tersteegen, Jung
Stilling, Ludwig Hofacker and others were known, but evi
dence for their widespread use and impact is lacking. 2 7 We 
know that Tobias Voth, teacher at Orloff, was influenced 
by the writings of Jung-Stilling and left a deep impression 
on his students, especially on the first elder of the Breth
ren church, Heinrich Hubert. 2 8 Others like elders Bern
hard Fast (Orloff), Peter Wedel (Alexanderwohl) and 
Franz Goerz ( Rudnerweide) corresponded with the Zin
zendorf-Herrnhutter bishops in Germany. 2 9 There was 
perhaps one other "alien" influence prior to 1860. Travel
ling ministers of Quaker, Baptist or pietistic persuasion 
sporadically visited the Mennonite colonies as did the rep
resentatives of the British and Foreign Bible Society. 3 0 

Such visitors provided a periodic encouragement and a 
revivalistic impetus, but did they exercise a determinative 
role in the Mennonite community's intellectual and reli
gious evolution? 

Periodical literature capable of expanding the spiritual
intellectual horizon of the average villager was virtually 
nonexistent. In a letter to Mennonitische BUitter in 1863 
elder Lenzmann noted with some annoyance that the dis
senters ignored traditional Christian references like Ho
facker, Brastbergen and Stark's Gebetbuch and favored the 
Friedensglocke and assorted mission pamphlets. 3 1 In ad
dition to these a few copies of Mennonitische Blatter were 
in circulation. It was the Mennonite churchman's lack of 
broader spiritual exposure that probably concerned elder 
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Bernhard Harder when he wrote of the "self-satisfied 
preachers who do nothing in their ministry except read a 
sermon occasionally, which, together with their position, 
has been an hierloom in the family for a half or a whole 
century". 3 2 Until 1860, the literary performance of the 
Russian Mennonites was not impressive. Until the mid
nineteenth century they had succeeded only in reprinting a 
songbook and a confession of faith. 3 3 Other material in
cluded a polemical tract in favor of the Kleine Gemein
de3 4 and the purchase from Prussia of an 1834 edition of 
Menno Simons' Foundation of Christian Doctrine. 3 5 

A geographic situation may also have influenced intel
lectual-spiritual awareness of the Moloch nay a Mennonites. 
On January 1, 1856, only ten churches served the 48 villages 
comprising the settlement. Among these were twelve vil
lages with a population of over 400, yet only four of these 
had built churches. Villagers in a fifth met in a schoolhouse. 
A number of colonies had been founded as early as 1804-06 
and only nine were established after 1824. Why did some of 
the larger villages not build churches for 35 or 50 years? 
Certainly the Prussian Kirchspiel idea played a role (i.e. one 
church serving several communities), but could ten 
churches adequately serve the needs of 17,516 people? 
Where did the 321 inhabitants of Lichtfelde go to church? 
Margenau (built in 1832) some 91.4 versts away or Pordenau 
(1828) approximately 21 versts distant?3 6 Even in the 
1890s many Mennonites only attended services once a 
month because the church was too far away. Beside shock
ing the sensitivities of "twice on Sunday and once in mid
week" North American Mennonites, the "church poverty" 
of the Russian Mennonites raises some fundamental 
questions as to the quality of their religious awareness. How 
often did the average Mennonite receive religious instruction 
or hear a sermon? What percentage of young people were 
baptized and on what basis? What kind of religious instruc
tion was offered in the village schools? Did the Russian 
Mennonite of 1850 know what Menno Simons taught? 
Where could he find out? 
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Alien Influences 

Many of the elements frequently cited as antecedents of 
the Brethren movement may well have constituted a quest 
for a broader intellectual horizon and a deeper religious 
experience. In mid-nineteenth century Russia others simp
ly had more to offer than the Mennonites. Was the Breth
ren movement consequently an extension of the religious 
ferment affecting other German and even Russian groups 
on the South Russian steppe? How did Stundism with its 
emphasis on small group Bible study and occasional reviva
listic preaching influence a closely knit social group like 
the Molochnaya Mennonites? What was the effect of Ger
man pietism or of the Baptists and Molokans? Did alien 
elements intrude into the religious thinking of the early 
Brethren and alter some aspects of their Anabaptist-Men
nonite orientation? 

Social historian Adolf Ehrt may have erred somewhat 
when he described the secessionists as being both Baptists 
and pietistically inspired. 3 7 Certainly the presence of these 
two religious streams might imply a relationship and a re
lationship might affect a realignment or a shift in identity. 
On the other hand, interaction between two groups need 
not bring substantial change. Bekker, displaying the naive
te which so enhances his memoir as a primary document, 
makes short work of the Baptist question. He notes that 
on January 6, 1860, "we did not know any Baptists, nor 
did we know that there were any Baptists in the world. " 3 8 

He goes on to say, "we were ignorant of and knew nothing 
about baptism by immersion until the first Sunday of Sep
tember, 1860, when the question concerning baptism a
rose. " 3 9 Bekker then lists a pamphlet on baptism given 
him by Johann Claassen, his own study of Menno Simons' 
Fundamentals and the concensus of some of the Brethren 
as determinative in his decision to baptize by immer
sion. 4 0 He is careful to point out that the initiative for 
Baptist-Brethren contact was an outgrowth of Baptist im
perialism, inspired in part as Bekker sees it, by Oncken's 
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ordination of Abram Unger in the Chortitza colony.4 1 

Bekker's account cites one other instance of foreign "in
fluence" upon the religious practices of the early Brethren. 
Fellowshipping with the Molokans they found the spiritual 
kiss practiced heterosexually. At first the Mennonite wo
men, displaying their traditional modesty and no doubt 
afraid of bearded men, fled the scene. Later "our women 
did not withdraw timidly for the welcoming salutation" 
nor did the sister kiss "remain completely innocent. " 4 2 

With some difficulty the Brethren later got "rid of this 
practice. " 4 3 

The ministry of pietist Eduard Wuest is traditionally 
considered determinative in the early theological evolution 
of the Brethren.44 In dealing with this problem it is impor
tant to recall the widespread religious ferment criss-cros
sing the South Russian steppes in previous decades. The 
fact is that some residents of the Molochnaya were pious 
before Wuest arrived. The Gnadenfeld Temperance Union 
had sought to deal with the liquor problem; Bernhard Fast 
had been active in Orloff; the Templars had seen their 
vision of Jerusalem; Tobias Voth had organized fellowship 
groups, mission meetings, and a Christian literary society. 
Pietist Wuest was something of a latecomer to the scene. 
His ministry began indirectly via Mennonites who came 
under his influence in Berdyansk and then moved to the 
Molochnaya Here, as Mennonite religious zealots they be
came Stunden-gaenger (Meeting-goers), temperance advo
cates, mission conference promoters and, if a Women's 
Missionary Society is indicative, they contributed to the 
partial liberation of the Mennonite woman. These activi
ties, though occasionally reinforced by Wuest's visits, were 
indigenous to the community. 

The Wuest saga raises an obvious but difficult question. 
Did external religious pressures in 1860 assimilate a some
what stagnant Anabaptism or did Anabaptism use these to 
suit its own purposes? In seeking an answer we should re
member that the alien influences were not necessarily an-
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tagonistic to a Mennonite theology which stressed separa
tion from the world (including Volkskirche) and the neces
sity of individually appropriating faith. We must not only 
allow for occasional ideological compatibility but try to 
determine how extensive and intensive the theological 
brainwashing really was. As we have seen, the evidence is 
rather circumstantial. The Molochnaya settlement of 1860 
experienced limited social mobility. Mennonite young men 
were not yet forced to leave the community for state ser
vice nor were members of the Mennonite intelligentsia 
being sent to Germany for theological study or to Russian 
universities for professional and technical training. The di
visive literature needed to undergird a substantial ideologi
cal shift among leaders and followers alike simply did not 
exist. 

The evidence which can be cited for alien religious in
fluences upon the early Brethren ultimately focuses on one 
question. Were the forces of continuity stronger than the 
forces of change? On the whole the movement did not de
monstrate the characteristics normally associated with re
volution. There was no cataclysmic or overt action genera
ting radical political and social change. The secession docu
ment was not a drastic innovation radically altering exis
ting institutions and society. Most of the religious expe
riences precious to the nonconformists were rooted in the 
spiritual legacy of their own community. Why not speak of 
the evolution of the Brethren? Why not argue for the ele
ment of continuity in 1860? Certainly this minimizes the 
uniqueness of the Brethren as religious innovators, but 
would it not be historically more honest? Were the reli
gious quests of Mennonites in the 1840s and 1850s quali
tatively different from the one which officially surfaced on 
January 6, 1860? They were all subjective spiritual pilgri
mages evolving amidst an intense, restricted fellowship 
with like-minded villagers. The early Brethren, like the 
groups which preceeded them, were basically interested in 
the personal enjoyment of religion and few were con-
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cerned as to where their group activity might ultimately 
lead them. In the early stages their theological evolution 
was gradual and flexible and certainly not without error. 
In their initial quest, which began well before 1860, the 
dissenters did not consciously rebel against the prevailing 
structure, for their experience was inward-looking consis
ting of Bible study and prayer. A stated theology was 
probably incidental to experience. 

In South Russia the Anabaptist legacy had a welcome 
though not always beneficial ally- the closed ethnic com
munity. Did the individuals or groups who flirted with 
pietism in the 1840s and 1850s lose their ethnic conscious
ness or characteristics? Was the imported piety able to 
force basic changes in the prevailing belief and social struc
ture? Knowing what we do today about the character of 
closed ethnic communities and their tenacious interest in 
self-preservation, however, it seems doubtful that even 
decades of pietistic influence substantially changed the 
colonist either before or after he joined the Brethren. Un
fortunately, the chief bulwark against foreign influence 
also contained some elements which were self-destructive. 
For many ethnicity meant orthodoxy. A conservative 
leadership resolved to maintain the status quo and allowed 
no further re-examination of the community's Anabaptist 
heritage. The dissenters, rejected by the majority, cast 
about in search of their own Mennonite identity. Their 
quest was not singularly free of shadows. By celebrating 
a private communion they generated a cleavage within the 
Mennonite community which all but terminated the quiet
istic, evolutionary renewal of the past decades. In the con
frontation which followed some aspects of renewal suf
fered a setback. 

Premature Institutionalization 

When the Brethren by a public act focused upon the re
storation of the believers church, with its judicious prac
tice of baptism and the Lord's Supper, they inadvertantly 
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challenged the flexibility of the traditional Mennonite 
social structure. Why should the pious activities of a few 
threaten the entire community? Perhaps as in Luther's day 
a Volkskirche based upon a historic creedalism and em
bracing the entire community could not be expected to al
low an independent group to flourish without defining it
self. Religious renewal had barely begun for the dissenters 
when establishment pressures demanded they formalize 
their belief structure. In some ways this was fatal to the 
movement. The religious revolution had barely begun 
when its ideas were written down. Its theology was no lon
ger evolving, dynamic or flexible. In a sense the Brethren 
substituted a creed for a gospel and their secession docu
ment already constituted a preamble to a confession of 
faith. A fixed structure replaced experience. Their protest 
against Volkskirche was in part neutralized as the new 
group fought for its place in the Mennonite world. A non
conformity born out of the dynamic of renewal all to 
quickly changed into a dissenting group with well defined 
ethical standards, a piety demonstratable in the commu
nity context, and a theology which soon generated dogma 
out of such newly discovered experiencial truths as the 
new birth and baptism. By forcing the renewal movement 
of 1860 to define itself almost at the moment of its birth, 
the Russian Mennonite community encouraged an ortho
dox stance on the part of the Brethren which squelched 
some dimensions that had been spiritually life-giving. 

This premature concern with the delineation of doctrine 
had one unfortunate result. The group began to conceive 
of itself as different and unconsciously set out to prove it. 
A refreshing emphasis on the church of the brotherhood 
shifted to an emphasis on the separated church. Within a 
historic dissenting community, already ethnically isolated 
by the legal terms of its settlement in Russia, there emerged 
another group whose definition on nonconformity in
cluded separation from its own society. The early Breth
ren left one type of separation to generate another. When 
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required to formulate a dogmatic basis for their stance, 
they took up a somewhat defensive, inward-looking posi
tion. Religious conversion seemed more dynamic than the 
faith achieved by a memorized catechism. It followed that 
the new baptism was more valid than the old and the new 
ethics more Christian than those practiced by the rest of 
Mennonitism. Out of the defensive stance of the early 
Brethren there gradually emerged the feeling that they 
were qualitatively better, religiously speaking, than the 
members of the old church. Historically this proved to be 
a most fatal legacy, separating the rebels from the parent 
community for generations. 

We have argued that the early doctrines of the Brethren 
especially the new birth and baptism on faith were prema
turely institutionalized. This does not suggest that their 
dynamic was suddenly lost and their effectiveness ended. 
It may well imply, however, that certain innovative teach
ings which directed the Russian Mennonites to neglected 
aspects of their Anabaptist heritage now became a set of 
tenets undergirding an institution. What had been revolu
tionary ideas in the lives of individuals now became a part 
of the fabric of loyalties towards an institution. The defini
tion of certain doctrines tended to become sacrosanct. 

A Revolution of the Poor? 

One final dimension in our concern with Brethren ori
gins deserves brief attention. Was it essentially a movement 
of the Mennonite poor? If some church registers designa
ting the occupations of members had survived, answers to 
the question could be based on concrete data instead of in
ferences. Some information does exist. Bekker in his ini
mitable and uncontrived manner supplies some chance re
ferences. There was "Herman Peters the drummaker",4 5 

who was really a carpenter. Others included Johann Claas
sen who, at what seemed to be a moment's notice, bought 
a "closed model carriage"4 6 to go to Kharkov; a Russian 
servant girl in Gnadenheim who helped convert the local 
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pub owner;4 7 "a landlord in the pastor's parish, " 4 8 con
verted in a prayer meeting in the Saratov area; the shop
keeper Jakob Mathies, whose wife physically attacked 
Bekker;4 9 a number of schoolteachers not identified by 
name;5 0 finally a Gnadenfeld minister who identified with 
the nonconformists before the split, who "although he 
was the wealthiest materially"5 1 had the confidence of the 
young people. Such evidence suggests the Brethren attrac
ted a rather broad cross-section of society into their ranks. 
On the other hand, the majority of the Brethren who 
moved to the Kuban belonged to the "poorer and the 
poor". 52 The Kuban colonists did not, of course, repre
sent all of the adherents of the Brethren. It was natural 
that the opening of a new frontier attracted mainly the 
landless. 

Currently there is little additional information available 
on the economic status of the Brethren adherents. An in
ference from general studies on the nature of reform and 
revolution may provide a helpful perspective on the prob
lem. There is widespread scholarly agreement that change 
or reform in history is rarely fomented by the very rich or 
the very poor. Usually a diverse socio-economic group 
known as the "middle class" is involved. Literacy, leisure, 
and the lack of strong vested interests seem to provide a 
fertile soil for the growth of new ideas. Mennonite society 
in Russia featured the very rich and the very poor. The for
mer held to the status quo while the latter were helpless 
victims of a highly stratified system. It is interesting that 
those who fought most vigorously against the group domi
nating the system, men like Johann Claassen, were not 
penniless paupers nor were they ignorant men intellectual
ly speaking. Piety in 1860 was not the prerogative of any 
class, but relatively few had sufficient knowledge of the 
tactics needed to launch what appeared to conservative 
contemporaries as a revolution. Beautiful as the concept of 
a proletarian revolution may appear to some, such a move
ment rarely occurs in human history. The poor participate 
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only after the upheaval has been launched by others. Cer
tainly the anger of the poor and the religious quest of the 
pious coincided in the 1850s and 1860s but it does not fol
low that a distinct cause and effect relationship existed. It 
was difficult to distinguish between the economic and reli
gious revisionist as Mennonite civic and religious leaders 
found out. There is no evidence which proves the landless 
joined the brethren in large numbers. If seventy per cent of 
the early Brethren belonged to that class it would only in
dicate proportionate representation, since approximately 
that number belonged to the landless. 

In 1860 a "left wing" crystalized in the Russian Menno
nite community. That community had become oligarchical 
and economically elitist in its civil-ecclesiastical leadership. 
Because church and state had inadvertently united, the 
community as such became vulnerable to agitation for 
structural change from either side. Civilly the demand of 
the Mennonite poor for land brought tensions to an all
time high by 1860. Then a private act of piety by a few, 
the commemoration of the Lord's Supper, precipitated a 
struggle which ultimately eroded the power of the landed 
Mennonite gentry, civil and religious. Both the landless 
and the Brethren questions were ultimately settled by 
czarist decree. The community setting amidst which the 
renewal movement emerged was simply less sacred than 
Brethren tradition might wish. There was rebellion against 
conventional spirituality and traditional forms of authori
ty. The assertion of simplistic faith by Mennonite villagers 
from all walks of life deeply penetrated the prevailing 
social structure. Renewal produced alienation within fami
lies as well as considerable persecution and suffering. The 
early Brethren were deeply convinced that God worked in 
all circumstances. In his memoirs, Bekker piously reports 
how he was attacked by the angry wife of a new convert 
and with equal sobriety mentions Hermann Peters the 
drummaker, whose desire for syncopation in hymn singing 
alienated him from his coreligionists. Its inherent earthi-
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ness might be one of the strongest arguments for the validi
ty of the 1860 new life movement 

In the surviving sources there is little precise informa
tion on the "inner" ideological evolution of the Brethren. 
Most of the documents record "official theology" rather 
than descriptions of the group's "heart-throb." Had the 
participants been in a position to objectively analyze their 
experiences they may have cited some Pietism, some Ana
baptism and most certainly some Divine Intervention. The 
end product, religiously speaking, was most applicable to 
their particular background and life setting. Like many re
newal movements, the early Brethren were vulnerable to 
alien pressure, fragmentation, emotionalism and inevitable 
institutionalization. Fortunately, in the process of their 
emergence and maturation the Brethren emphasized such 
Anabaptist distinctives as the believers' church and the life 
of discipleship. Together with the rest of the Russian Men
nonite community they would rediscover their historic 
pacificism in the 1870s and 1880s. 
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