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Peter J. Klassen Reflects 
on His Life and Career

 

Anabaptism, Peacemaking, 
and the Study of History:

 round 1980, when I was an undergraduate his- 
 tory and religion student at the University of 
Iowa (Iowa City) I took a course from Professor James 
C. Spalding called “The German Churches Under Hit-
ler.”  As I began to think about a topic for the paper that 
Spalding required, I decided to see how Mennonites had 
responded to the rise of National Socialism in Germany. 
When I approached Dr. Spalding, he suggested that I con-
sider contacting Mennonite historians, particularly his-
torians of Mennonites in Europe. One of the names that 
came up was that of Dr. Peter J. Klassen at California 
State University, Fresno.

As chance would have it, I was rooming with a woman 
who had graduated from Fresno State a few years prior 
and who knew Dr. Klassen. She told me that he was some-
one who would be happy to hear from me and willing to 
steer me in the right direction. I wrote to him and he an-
swered almost immediately with a number of suggestions 
on where and how to proceed. I still have his gracious reply 
in my files.

Twenty years later, upon moving to Fresno following 
an East Coast sojourn, I met Dr. Klassen for the first time 
when I joined the California Mennonite Historical Society 
as editor of the CMHS Bulletin. Now, nearly thirty years 
after my undergraduate correspondence with Dr. Klas-
sen, I had the privilege of interviewing him regarding the 
trajectory of his life and career. This comes close upon the 
heels of the publication of his latest book, Mennonites in 

Early Modern Poland and Prussia, in April �009. [See 
Sam Myovich’s review of Klassen’s book later in this issue 
of the Bulletin.]

Dr. Klassen was born in Crowfoot, Alberta, across the 
road from the Blackfoot Indian Reservation. Early in his 
life, he learned their story through the monument erected 
in the name of the tribal chief who had brokered a peace 
treaty with the British. This story was only one of many 
that fostered within him curiosity for the world around 
him. 

In his one-room grade school, Klassen’s propensity for 
history meant that the teacher often called upon him to 
help teach younger schoolmates. Even so, an aptitude test 
revealed that his mind would be well-suited to a career in 
mathematics. Although he would have made an excellent 
mathematician, his subsequent study, research, and analy-
sis of history has been a benefit to Mennonites and to his-
torians everywhere. 

At the University of British Columbia, a professor of 
ancient history was instrumental in Dr. Klassen’s decision 
to pursue the study of history. He entered Fuller Theologi-
cal Seminary with the intention of studying theology and 
church history. Two years later at the University of South-
ern California his focus was the Reformation. 

Following is my interview with Dr. Klassen, which 
took place August 20, 2009, in my office at the Hiebert 
Library at Fresno Pacific University/Mennonite Brethren 
Biblical Seminary.

A
by Hope Nisly
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Hope Nisly: What led you to 
an interest in history (in general) 
and Anabaptist/Polish history 
(specifically)?

Peter Klassen: As a boy in Al-
berta I attended a school that had 
only a tiny library, but it did have 
a set of historical encyclopedias 
which I read from beginning to 
end. Later tests showed that math-
ematics was my strong area and I 
intended to pursue this discipline; 
however, the influence of one pro-
fessor caused me to redirect and at 
university I took a double major in 
English and in history.

When I was quite young, a 
colporteur-minister came to my 
church with a book on Menno Si-
mons. I bought it from him and he 
told me that I was the first person 
of my age to whom he had sold 
one. I still have the book, one of 
my first history purchases.

Having chosen to specialize in 
the Reformation in graduate stud-
ies, I was fortunate to find a stimu-
lating professor in church history 
at USC, Dr. Charles M. Nielsen. 
Dr. Nielsen encouraged me in the 
history of Anabaptism and in-

troduced me to others working 
in that area, such as George Wil-
liams, Roland Bainton, and Harold 
S. Bender.

I maintained mail contact with 
these men throughout my career. 
As I began work on my latest 
book [Mennonites in Early Modern 
Poland and Prussia], I had ques-
tions and turned to Dr. Williams 
for advice. Williams was now in a 
nursing home on the East Coast, 
but he responded with a hand-
written letter that helped me work 
through some lines of thought. I 
did not study at Goshen, but pro-
fessor Harold Bender also gave me 
advice and through him I became 
especially interested in Anabap-

nized scholars in church history 
to speak to us. We had thinkers, 
theologians and historians such as 
John Howard Yoder, Myron Augs-
burger, Cornelius Krahn, John 
B. Toews of Canada, and David 
Rempel, a recognized authority 
on the Russian Mennonite story. 
These were scholars who brought 
us unique insights into Mennonite 
history and theology.

In that early period George 
Neufeld, at that time a volunteer 
archivist at Pacific, and I visited 
David Rempel at his home. We ob-
tained some of his materials and 
with them, initiated a collection 
of Mennonite writings here in the 
Hiebert Library. At the start we 
had a few shelves of materials on 
Mennonite history and thought. In 
time we were able to gather some 
very significant documents includ-
ing the Jacob P. Becker manuscript 
on the beginnings of the Men-
nonite Brethren Church in Rus-
sia. The document was written in 
old German script and was later 
transferred to Tabor, but it began 
its journey into the library world 
here. 

HN: In a recent conversation, 
Paul Toews mentioned something 

tist history. On several occasions, I 
chatted with Roland Bainton who 
gave me much needed encourage-
ment. It was Dr. Bainton who told 
me of new documents being dis-
covered in the area of Anabaptist 
history that needed analysis. He 
encouraged me to go to see them 
in Europe. 

HN:  Tell me about your moti-
vation to form a California Men-
nonite Historical Society.

PK: Even though I was the first 
chair of that group, there were 
many others who had a role in its 
formation. One was Henry Krahn, 
history professor here at what was 
then Pacific College. Some of like 
mind were John E. Toews, Arthur 
Wiebe, and John Redekop. With 
support and motivation of oth-
ers in the church community, we 
decided to form a historical soci-
ety. Also of significance was J. B. 
Toews’ arrival at the seminary and 
leadership in expanding interest in 
Anabaptism.

We began by inviting recog-

“Once discussion of Anabaptism began, 
it received a warm reception.”

Peter and Nancy Klassen in the vestibule of Pod Łososiem (called Zum Lachs in 
German) Restaurant in Gdańsk, Poland. The Pod Łososiem was established by a Dutch 
Mennonite immigrant to Gdańsk in the late 1500s.

Cr
ed

it:
 P

et
er

 K
la

ss
en



California Mennonite Historical Society Bulletin �

that he called “an Anabaptist ren-
aissance in the Fresno area that 
fades into the San Joaquin Valley 
air.” Is that something you could 
speak to? What does that mean to 
you?

PK: A number of us tried to 
broaden and deepen awareness 
and appreciation of Anabaptism. 
Paul’s metaphor, however, mirrors 
a sobering reality. When he came 
to Pacific he immediately became 
a significant force in expanding 
awareness of Anabaptist-Menno-
nite movement. We found, how-
ever, that the climate in many of 
our churches was not conducive to 
the growth and expansion of our 
understanding of the Anabaptist 
heritage. Congregational agendas 
usually gave only low priority to 
Anabaptist values and practices. 

Prior to my joining the fac-
ulty at Pacific College and while 
studying at the Goshen archives, I 
encountered the Concern Group, 
consisting of persons who were 
precipitating in an “Anabaptist 
Renaissance” at Elkhart, Goshen, 
and beyond. A graduate seminar 
was organized by John Howard 
Yoder, Paul Peachy, C. J. Dyck, 
Harold S. Bender, Melvin Ging-
erich, and others. They invited 
graduate students who were con-
sidering teaching in the area of 
Anabaptist history and theology 
to participate and I read a paper. 

The influence and study of 
Anabaptism was growing on the 
East Coast, in the Midwest, and 
in Europe. Yet when I came to Pa-
cific College and the seminary in 
1962, very little attention was paid 
to Anabaptism. Many professors 
at the seminary had come out of 
schools that had little theological 
interest in that field. This was true 
of both theologians and historians. 
They were not hostile toward it, 
but did not consider it to be im-
portant. Once discussion of Ana-
baptism began, it received a warm 
reception. Certainly the coming of 
J. B. Toews in the 1960s had a tre-

mendous impact, for he was vig-
orously involved and soon courses 
in Anabaptist history and thought 
were introduced. 

It was this surge in interest in 
Anabaptism in the 1960s and ‘70s 
that helped to bring a new aware-
ness of our faith heritage. A per-
sonal belief in Christ, evidenced 
by baptism upon profession of 
faith and a commitment to follow-
ing Christ were at the heart of this 
position.

HN: How might your view of 
Mennonite history differ with or 
coincide with the views of another 
Mennonite Brethren person? Have 
your views put you at odds with 
those around you in any way?

PK: One aspect of Anabaptism 
that tends to polarize is the peace 
position. Once in the late ‘60s 
some of us at Pacific College drew 
up a statement for the annual Pa-
cific District Conference opposing 
the Vietnam War. Paul Toews, who 
recently had come to the college, 
organized a student peace group. 
At a session of the Pacific District 
Conference, some members of the 
group, as well as other supporters, 
introduced a resolution opposing 
the Vietnam War. However, con-
ference leaders felt that its presen-
tation would be divisive. None-
theless, the resolution was pre-
sented. The paper was not placed 
in the official minutes; indeed, it 
was struck from the record. I cite 
this to suggest that the traditional 
Mennonite peace position often 
encountered less than full support. 

Today, many Mennonite Breth-
ren think we can be supportive of 
our country when it goes to war 
and that the historical peace posi-
tion is not a matter of faith. In re-
cent years, a full-page advertise-
ment in the Fresno Bee opposing 

the war in Iraq bore relatively few 
Mennonite Brethren signatures. 
While some may not be for war, 
there is reticence in expressing this 
opinion publicly.

HN: What does it mean to you 
to be a historian? What do you 
hope for when you write a book or 
publish an article on some aspect 
of history?

PK: The first desire is that peo-
ple will understand and not for-
get the past. We need to remember 
that those who launched the Ana-
baptist movement did so in a hos-
tile environment and that many 
of the things we hold dear came 
at considerable price. If we forget 
that, we might as well forget He-
brews 11 as well.

When I write, it is my hope 
that I might bring new insights 
by gathering often unknown in-
formation, analyzing it, and mak-
ing it available. For example, if 
asked what large country was first 
to grant people religious tolera-
tion, many will say England or the 
United States. In actuality, it was 
Poland that wrote religious tol-
eration into its constitution while 
other states were still imprisoning 
or executing nonconformists. We 
hear Polish jokes, but little praise 
for Poland. One of the side ben-
efits of knowing history is seeing 
the broad strokes of the past and 
being able to move forward with 
appreciation and understanding.

HN: What does it mean to you 
to be an Anabaptist and a mem-
ber of the Mennonite Brethren 
Church?

PK: For me, the Anabaptist-
Mennonite community of faith is 
where I am at home. We have a 
rich heritage and have made im-

“We need to remember that those who 
launched the Anabaptist movement did 
so in a hostile environment.”
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portant contributions in the area of 
standing for religious freedom and 
personal choice. Mennonite Breth-
ren, as part of this larger commu-
nity, also have a strong tradition of 
sharing their faith and giving con-
crete expression to it. Our belief in 
Christ must lead us to proclama-
tion, help and involvement.

HN:  How would you describe 
the trajectory of your life and ca-
reer from the vantage point of 
looking back on many years of 
work in your chosen profession?

 PK:  I have been blessed to 
be able to do things that I enjoy, 
both professionally and with fam-
ily. I have been fortunate that my 
work has enabled me to teach and 
travel abroad and to dialog with 
others of differing persuasions. I 

am grateful for supportive friends 
who encouraged me to do things 
on my own and collaboratively. 

Much of my church life here 
has been spent with fellow Chris-
tians with whom I have been able 
to engage in constructive discus-
sions regarding how do God’s 
work here on earth in the spirit 
of Christ. We have not always 
agreed, but have maintained re-
spect for each other since ours is a 
common task. These associations 
have enriched me. Finally, as an 
Anabaptist, I know that all truth 
does not come through my own 
tradition and I value opportuni-
ties I have had to be influenced by 
those with different perspectives.

HN:  What achievement are 
you most pleased with in life?

PK:  I would have to say that 
what gives me the most personal 
satisfaction is my own family, rec-
ognizing that this is a gift of God. 
Over the years, I have often been 
able to engage in projects that al-
lowed me to travel and work with 
my wife Nancy, often accompa-
nied by our three sons. In the pro-
cess, I have been blessed by many 
treasured friendships. I am happy 
to have been able to do some writ-
ing and that some of what I have 
written can be used by others 
and that it is valued and instruc-
tive. Now, with the expansion of 
the family, daughters-in-law and 
grandchildren bring a delightful 
new world of experiences.
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“The Anabaptist-Mennonite community 
of faith is where I am at home.”
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