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An Introduction to the Mennonites

The name Mennonite often evokes an image of somberly dressed rural folks who travel about with horses and buggies and refuse to take part in the military. In reality most Mennonites dress in fashionable clothing, drive modern cars, and live very much like their neighbors in urban and suburban North America. However, many of these modern Mennonites still practice non-resistance or pacifism, refusing to participate in any form of violence.

These folks sometimes do not appreciate the austere perception many people have of them. They are occasionally quick to explain that it is the Amish who actually live the kind of separated life frequently associated with the Mennonites.

However, there are also thousands of Mennonites who have no Amish connections who dress in a distinctive garb, drive horse drawn vehicles, and live separately from the mainstream of secular and religious society. These are the Old Order Mennonites.
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The popular image of Mennonites is of plainly dressed rural folks who live simple lives. That is true of the Old Order Mennonites shown above.
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Many North American Mennonites have blended quite thoroughly into the larger society, as this crowd photo taken at the 1990 Mennonite World Conference in Winnipeg, Manitoba, demonstrates.

Many thousand additional Mennonites have been more open to modern technology and church programs but like the Old Order Mennonites have been quite firm in preserving a separated life-style, including modest, plain dress. These are the conservative Mennonites.

The Old Order and conservative Mennonites stem from the largest group of Mennonites in North America, officially known as the Mennonite Church (note the capital C for Church). This group has also been called the (Old) Mennonite Church (note the parentheses around Old) to distinguish them from other groups of Mennonites. It is important not to confuse (Old) Mennonites with Old Order Mennonites. The designation “Old” signifies that they are descended from the “original” body of Mennonites, which had its beginnings in 16th century Europe.

Mennonite Beginnings

The Mennonite Church descends from the Swiss branch of Mennonites founded in Zurich, Switzerland, in 1525. At first Mennonites were called Anabaptists because they rebaptized those who had been christened as infants. They believed baptism should be a voluntary act of an adult believer. This was one of the main points of contention between the emerging Protestant movement and the group which came to be called Anabaptists. The Anabaptist-Mennonites also believed, in contrast to the Catholics and Protestants, that the church should be composed only of truly converted Christians living dedicated, holy lives. They were convinced there should be complete separation of church and state and that followers of Christ could take no part in any form of violence, including self-defense.

A separate movement of Anabaptists developed in Holland and produced a leader named Menno Simons. Both the Dutch and Swiss Anabaptists eventually took their name—Mennonite—from him. In Switzerland, Holland, and what is now Germany the Anabaptist-Mennonites experienced severe persecution from both Catholics and Protestants. Thousands of Mennonites were exiled, imprisoned, tortured, and martyred for their faith. Persecution in Switzerland was especially long lasting and severe. Many Swiss Mennonites found a small degree of tolerance in the German Palatinate, beginning in the 1670s. However, even in the Palatinate it was small, and they were put under many restrictions and limitations. (For example, they could not own land.)

To America

When William Penn opened a haven of religious freedom in North America, these persecuted peoples were among the first to take him up on his offer. Mennonites of Dutch background from Krefeld, Germany, were aboard the Concord which brought the first Germanic settlers to the New World in 1683. A trickle of Dutch-related Mennonites continued migrating to Pennsylvania into the first years of the 18th century.

Then in 1707 a much larger migration of Swiss-related Mennonites from the Palatinate began. These people first settled in the area north of Philadelphia in Montgomery and Bucks Counties. The churches they established developed into the Franconia Mennonite Conference. In 1710 the first Mennonite settlers arrived in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, which would eventually become the largest Mennonite settlement in the world. Two of the heaviest concentrations of Mennonites in Lancaster County were at Groffdale (started by Hans Graeff in 1717) and Weaverland (started by Henry Weber in 1721), both near present-day New Holland.
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Mennonites get their name from Menno Simons (1496-1561), a Dutch Anabaptist leader.

Mennonites, often coming by way of Pennsylvania, made their way into many other North American communities, establishing settlements in Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Ontario by the mid 1800s.

All these scattered Mennonites churches of Swiss-Palatine background recognized each other as people of like faith but had no overall church government. Regional annual and bi-annual conferences were organized in which the ordained men met to discuss and settle church-related matters. It was not until 1898 that many of the regional conferences met in what became known as the Mennonite General Conference (not to be confused with the General Conference Mennonite Church). In 1971 this wider organization became the Mennonite Church General Assembly.

The Amish

A few years after the first Mennonites came to America, the Swiss-related Mennonites in Switzerland, Alsace, and the Palatinate became embroiled in a controversy that left the church permanently divided. Jacob Ammann, a young Mennonite bishop, began advocating a number of practices that many Swiss Mennonites could not accept. Among these were feet washing, the shunning of excommunicated members, having communion twice a year, and greater simplicity in dress.

In 1693, following a serious disagreement with the elder Swiss bishop, Hans Reist, Ammann declared himself out of fellowship with all those who would not accept his teachings. Ammann’s followers became the Amish.

While the Mennonite Church is largely composed of descendents of Swiss Mennonites who remained under the leadership of Hans Reist, these Mennonites, who had separated from the Amish, adopted some characteristics typical of the Amish after coming to America. These adoptions may or may not have been due to Amish influence.

For example, feetwashing was not practiced by the early North American Mennonites, but throughout the 1800s it became more and more common. Having communion twice a year was another practice adopted by the Swiss Mennonites in America which had been an Amish distinctive in Europe. And some Mennonites in America put almost as much emphasis on simple, plain dress as the Amish.

Between 1917 and 1927 a large influx of Amish came into the Mennonite Church. These were liberal Amish, called Amish Mennonites, who had divided with the Old Order Amish in the late 1800s and organized three regional conferences. Ironically, these Amish Mennonites were generally less conservative than the (Old) Mennonites with whom they merged.

Most midwestern Mennonite churches are descended from the Amish Mennonites. Very few churches or individuals that descend from these Amish Mennonites contributed to the post-1950 conservative Mennonite movement, the group which is one of the two main focuses of this book.
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The progressive Amish Mennonites to which these Wayne County, Ohio, women belonged merged with the Mennonite Church between 1917 and 1927. The movement away from distinctive plain dress is clearly illustrated in this 1908 four-generation photograph.

Another group of Amish Mennonites, however, did play an influential part in the conservative Mennonite movement. These were independent Amish Mennonite churches who never affiliated with the three conferences that eventually merged with the Mennonite Church. These churches were more conservative than the majority of Amish Mennonites but not as traditional as the Old Order Amish. They eventually organized the Conservative Amish Mennonite Conference and the Ontario Amish Mennonite Conference. Both these groups gradually lost most of their Amish distinctives and, dropping the word Amish from their names, became the Conservative Mennonite Conference and the Western Ontario Mennonite Conference.

Another group, the Beachy Amish Mennonites, developed from the Old Order Amish beginning in the early 1900s. These people are very similar to many conservative Mennonites and often work closely with them.
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Since the 1693 division of the Amish and Mennonites, much subdividing and intertwining has occurred between the two groups. This diagram gives a rather simplified view of this ongoing process.

While most of today’s Old Order and conservative Mennonites are descended from Swiss-Palatine Mennonite groups, they have also been heavily influenced by various Amish groups through the years.

Russian Mennonites

It has already been said that there were two separate streams in the European Anabaptist movement—the Swiss and the Dutch. While a few Dutch Mennonites were among the first settlers of Pennsylvania, it was two centuries later (the 1870s) before significant numbers of Mennonites of Dutch background came to America. These were descendents of the Dutch Mennonites who had settled in the area around Danzig (now Gdansk, Poland) in the 16th century, moved on to Ukraine in the late 1700s and early 1800s, and later to other parts of the Russian Empire. They have usually been called Russian Mennonites.

After they were established in the United States and Canada, the great majority of Russian Mennonites either incorporated into the General Conference Mennonite Church or were affiliated with the Mennonite Brethren Church.

A number of smaller, conservative groups also developed among the North American Russian Mennonites. The story of those conservative Mennonite groups belongs to a different chapter in the broader Mennonite story.

This book focuses on the Old Order Mennonite movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries and on the mid-20th century conservative Mennonite movement.


SECTION ONE

The Old Order Mennonites


1.

The Beginnings of the Old Order Mennonite Movement

For more than 150 years after becoming established in North America, the doctrines and practices of people in the main body of the Swiss-Palatine Mennonite Church were relatively stable. These descendents of the Anabaptists gathered in plain meetinghouses to sing praises in their beloved German language and hear the Word of God proclaimed in the same tongue. The worship was pure and simple, no frills, no excitement. The ministry was chosen by lot from the congregation and received no formal training and no salary. The Sunday morning service was considered sufficient to meet the congregation’s spiritual needs. Mennonites saw the spiritual nurture of their children and letting their “light so shine among men” as their main responsibilities as Christians. There was little knowledge of the needs of the physically and spiritually destitute beyond their rural communities.
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Some of the first Mennonites to settle in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, worshiped in this house built by Christian Herr in 1719.
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• Communities where Old Order groups formed

At first, Mennonites resisted the stirrings in the religious world around them. Then the Methodist-inspired revival movement swept through the Pennsylvania German population in the late 1700s, attracting many Mennonites. By the mid 1800s, scattered upsurges of revivalism and progressivism had created significant movements, many of which became alienated from the main body of Mennonites. By the last third of the 19th century, most Mennonites were ready for change. They were no longer content with the time-honored ways of their ancestors. Two men were primarily responsible for leading most of the Mennonite Church into the modern world.

The Instigators of Change

In 1858, a twenty-three-year-old lad of Mennonite background far from his Bucks County, Pennsylvania, home responded to the invitation given at a Presbyterian revival meeting in Chicago. The youth was John Fretz Funk and this simple event began a course of inalterable change in the Mennonite Church. Funk’s conversion brought him into the exciting world of American revivalism, and he would ultimately be instrumental in leading most of the Mennonite Church into this new realm.

While John Funk was enamored by the vitality of Evangelicalism, he did not wish to abandon his own ancestral faith. In 1859, Funk returned briefly to Pennsylvania where he was baptized into the Mennonite Church. Funk deeply appreciated the Mennonite Church but felt that much could be gained by adopting the aggressive methods of evangelical Protestantism. He was especially impressed by Sunday schools and pushed for their adoption. Funk also saw the need for Christian literature among Mennonites. In 1864, John Funk began publishing The Herald of Truth and the companion German publication, Herold der Wahrheit. These were the first successful periodicals issued by Mennonites and were widely received across the country. Although Funk used much material written by Mennonites, he also published a large percentage of writings from evangelical Protestants. Funk’s publications succeeded in planting popular American Protestant ideas throughout the Mennonite Church.

John F. Funk was ordained as a Mennonite minister in 1865, widening his sphere of influence. In 1867, Funk sold the lumber business that had taken him to Chicago and moved to the growing Mennonite community in Elkhart County, Indiana, where he continued his publishing endeavors. He also traveled widely among Mennonite communities and helped to conduct the first series of “protracted” meetings—as revival meetings were then called—in the Mennonite Church at Masontown, Pennsylvania, in 1872.

In 1879, John F. Funk invited a promising young Mennonite preacher from Virginia, John S. Coffman, to join his work. Coffman became assistant editor of the Herald of Truth and produced much Sunday school literature. However, Coffman’s evangelistic activity was probably even more effective than his literary work.

Coffman conducted his first series of revival meetings in Michigan in 1881 and had hundreds of such speaking engagements over the next several years. He had a deep concern for Mennonite youth and was distressed by the loss of a large percentage of them. He saw the need to use new measures to keep the wandering sheep in the fold. John S. Coffman also promoted Sunday school conferences, Bible conferences, and mission activity. He was instrumental in starting the Elkhart Institute in 1894, the first (Old) Mennonite institution of higher learning which later became Goshen College. Coffman’s intensely active career in the Mennonite Church was cut short by his untimely death at age 50 in 1899.
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John F. Funk (left) and John S. Coffman (right) were prime instigators in bringing revivalism and evangelical Protestant practices into the Mennonite Church in the late 1800s.

The radical changes that John F. Funk and John S. Coffman helped bring about in the Mennonite Church during the last third of the 19th century have been viewed by some historians as a “great awakening.” Funk and Coffman are looked upon as heroes of the faith who rescued the church from oblivion. Some recent historians not wishing to infer that the era before Funk and Coffman was one of spiritual deadness and lethargy have more charitably referred to this period as a time of “quickening.”1 To be sure the late 1800s saw sweeping changes in the Mennonite Church, forever transforming its emphasis and image.

While most Mennonites welcomed the innovations in the church, some were cautious and even opposed to change. Those who were cautious saw the new programs and institutions as contrary to the spirit of traditional Mennonite beliefs. They questioned following trends and techniques originating from popular modern churches who had no convictions on the cherished doctrines of non-resistance and non-conformity. They saw the introduction of Sunday schools, revival meetings, colleges, organized missions, and English church services as an open door to pull the Mennonite Church into the worldliness of American Protestantism. Several Mennonite leaders at different times and different places tried to shut the door to modernity or at least keep their flocks from going through it. These scattered islands of conservatism eventually formed a loose fellowship known as Old Order Mennonites. The story of their struggle against the forces of change follows.

Indiana

People from many different Mennonite communities were drawn to the flat and fertile land of northern Indiana in the 1840s. One of these was Jacob Wisler who moved from Columbiana County, Ohio, to Elkhart County, Indiana, in 1848. Wisler was ordained a preacher in Ohio and was advanced to the position of bishop in Indiana in 1851. Wisler’s staunch conservatism clashed with two very progressive Mennonite preachers who moved into the same area in the 1860s—Daniel Brenneman and John F. Funk.

These and other progressives chafing under Wisler’s conservatism, sought to have Wisler silenced. They were ultimately successful. Jacob Wisler’s ministry was suspended for the first time in 1867 (the year Funk moved to the area), and after repeated attempts at reconciliation, he was expelled from the Indiana Mennonite Conference on January 6, 1872, along with preachers Christian Bare and John Weaver.2 About 100 members sided with Wisler.3

Wisler’s group initially met for worship at the Yellow Creek, Shaum’s, and Blosser meetinghouses at times when the larger groups were not using them. The Indiana Conference or “Funk” Mennonites built their own Yellow Creek meetinghouse in 1912, leaving the old meetinghouse for the Wisler Group.4

Jacob Wisler’s primary offense was his refusal to accept the innovations that were being introduced into the Mennonite Church. Wisler wanted to maintain church practices as they had been when he moved to Indiana from Ohio in 1848. The changes to which he objected included four-part singing rather than simple singing in unison, exuberant Methodist-like preaching as opposed to the usual calm steady delivery, and having an audible prayer at the beginning of the service rather than the traditional silent prayer. Wisler also did not see the introduction of evening meetings and Sunday school as necessary. Wisler’s refusal to support Sunday schools after the Indiana Conference officially approved it in 1870 was the main reason given for his expulsion.
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The traditional emphasis on simplicity of worship was preserved by the Old Order Mennonites as demonstrated by the austerity of the furnishings in this Groffdale Conference meetinghouse in Pennsylvania.

Jacob Wisler was the first Mennonite bishop to face the censure of the aggressively revivalistic element in the church, which was rapidly gaining the upper hand. Other conservatives would eventually follow Wisler’s lead, but Jacob died on May 1, 1889, just before the movement he started affected some of the oldest and largest Mennonite communities in the United States and Canada. All Old Order Mennonites have sometimes been referred to as Wisler Mennonites, but currently this term has a more limited usage (see chapter 3).

Ohio

After Jacob Wisler’s dismissal from the Indiana Mennonite Conference, he tried to find support at the Ohio Mennonite Conference in the spring of 1872. While the conference as a whole did not identify with Wisler’s cause, a significant minority did give him a hearing. A few weeks after the Ohio Conference, Jacob Wisler and a group of ordained men organized a separate conference at the home of minister Henry Beery of the Maple Hill-Guilford Mennonite Church of Medina County, Ohio. Eight widely scattered congregations in Ohio became part of Wisler’s newly formed Ohio-Indiana Mennonite Conference.

All of Bishop John Shaum’s Chester Mennonite Church in the western part of Wayne County, Ohio, sided with Wisler as well as many members of the Martin’s-Pleasant View church in eastern Wayne County. The majority of Bishop Abraham Rohrer’s Maple Hill-Guilford congregation in Medina County and a small percentage of the Mahoning County Mennonites also affiliated with the Wisler group.5

Four Ohio churches which sided with Wisler eventually became extinct—those in Seneca County, Ashland County, Wood County, and Williams County.6

Ontario

Meanwhile, six bishops of the Ontario Mennonite Conference declared in 1871 that their churches should have no association with Jacob Wisler and his followers in Indiana.7 Despite this decree, there was widespread support for Wisler’s conservative stance among Ontario Mennonites. The innovations, such as Sunday school, revival meetings, and use of the English language, which had caused controversy in the United States were also provoking contention in Canada.

Sometime in the late 1870s, Abraham Martin, a bishop in Waterloo County, Ontario, invited a group of ordained men to his home to determine what should be their course of action. At this meeting Abraham’s father, John Martin, spoke of the responsibility of parents to teach their children religious principles in the home. He suggested that if this were practiced, there would be no need for Sunday schools. The group was strongly determined to remain opposed to Sunday schools and even conceded that they would cease their opposition to evening meetings and English preaching if Sunday school would be stopped.8 In 1879, the Waterloo County Mennonite community was divided into three bishop districts with Abraham Martin in charge of the Woolwich Township District.9 This made it possible for Martin to work somewhat independently of other Mennonites in the area.
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The Ontario Old Order Mennonites shown here descend from those who resisted changes in forms of worship, which were being introduced into the Mennonite Church in the late 1800s.

For several weeks in 1885, Noah Stauffer and Solomon Gehman held evening meetings in the homes of several Mennonite families just north of the town of Waterloo. About 30 people experienced conversion during the course of these meetings and asked for baptism. These converts lived in Bishop Abraham Martin’s Woolwich district, but Martin refused to baptize them because he questioned the validity of the revivalism through which they were converted. The 30 people went to a neighboring district and were baptized by Bishop Elias Weber at Breslau.10

The baptism issue generated intense debate but the Ontario Conference issued a peace resolution in 1885 and was determined not to divide the church.11 Despite this effort, Abraham Martin with several other ordained men withdrew from the conference in 1887. In 1888, Martin held a special conference at the Martin meetinghouse north of Waterloo. The final break occurred in 1889 when two separate conferences were held after a controversy on the date of the conference.12

Abraham Martin’s Woolwich district in Waterloo County with four meetinghouses constituted the largest Old Order following in Ontario. Nearly all the Mennonites in this district sided with the Old Order. An Old Order community also formed in the vicinity of Markham just north of Toronto, and several small Old Order churches existed at Vineland, Stevensville, Cayuga-Rainham in the Niagara peninsula, and Zurich in Huron County. The four small groups have become extinct, and the community in Markham is also nearly extinct.

Pennsylvania

The Mennonites of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, were generally rather cautious of innovations but the changes that had started in the midwest eventually reached this largest of all Mennonite communities. English preaching came in very gradually, beginning in the 1850s. In 1871, the Lancaster Mennonite Conference agreed to permit Sunday school in districts where there was unanimous agreement for its introduction.

However, Bishop George Weaver kept a tight rein on his large Weaverland-Groffdale-Bowmansville District. He staunchly resisted the introduction of Sunday school and English church services. Jonas Martin became the senior bishop after Weaver’s death in 1883 and continued in the same straight and narrow way, but with increasing difficulty. When Bishop Christian Shaum, the successor of Jacob Wisler in Indiana, visited Lancaster County in 1889, Bishop Isaac Eby (one of the first Lancaster Mennonites who preached only in English) wrote Jonas Martin a letter warning him to have no part with this man.13 Eby accurately perceived that Martin and Shaum were of like mind and was evidently trying to prevent any encouragement of Jonas Martin’s conservatism.

When a new meetinghouse was built for the Lichty’s congregation in Jonas Martin’s district, a new style pulpit on a raised platform was installed without approval from the district council. Traditionally, the Lancaster County Mennonites had only simple tables for the preachers which were on the same level as the congregation. This symbolized the equality of the ministry and the laity. Those who favored a pulpit at Lichty’s said they wanted to make it easier for one-armed preacher John Zimmerman to handle his Bible. There were those in the congregation who felt very strongly that the changes in the meetinghouse were serious departures from time-honored practices. Some of these people secretly broke into Lichty’s several evenings before the dedication service for the new building on September 26, 1889, removed the pulpit and platform, and replaced them with a traditional preacher’s table.

This clandestine act incensed the progressive element in the Lancaster Conference. Jonas Martin was accused of sympathizing with the culprits and of not disciplining them. After several years of agitation about the incident, Jonas Martin was asked to make a public confession of his error and to refrain from serving communion in the spring of 1893.14 Martin agreed to this.

Over this same time, another source of turbulence was the opening of a Sunday school at the Weaverland schoolhouse in June 1891. When the crowd could not be accommodated in the school, the Sunday school was moved to the Weaverland meetinghouse. Since this move was unauthorized, it soon came to the attention of the church council which voted by a large majority to close the Sunday school. Over this time of controversy, many members at Weaverland did not kneel in prayer with the congregation to demonstrate their lack of unity with the church on this issue.15
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A point of controversy among the late 19th century Lancaster Conference Mennonites involved the use of pulpits. Here we see an early form of the pulpit on a raised platform at the Weaverland Mennonite Church near New Holland, Pennsylvania. The old preachers’ table is still present immediately in front of the pulpit in this 1920s photograph.
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The transition from German to English and from traditional to revivalistic forms of worship is demonstrated in this comparison of hymn books. The German hymnal (above) was first published by the Lancaster Mennonite Conference in 1804 and is still used today by the Old Order Mennonites. The Church and Sunday School Hymnal (facing page) first appeared among Mennonites in 1902 and reflects the acceptance of fast-tempo Gospel songs.

Two decisions of the Lancaster Mennonite Conference were especially disturbing to Jonas Martin. It had been the policy among Mennonites not to perform marriages of couples unless both were members of the Mennonite Church. Since many people of Mennonite background resorted to having ministers of other denominations perform their marriages, many in the Lancaster Conference felt it would be better to allow their own ordained men to seal the vows. When the issue was brought before the conference in 1884, it was soundly turned down. However, in 1892 that ruling was changed.

The second matter concerned the procurement of a legal charter by the Kauffman Mennonite Church in order to receive property left to the church by Abraham Kauffman, a wealthy banker and politician who died in 1886. The Lancaster Conference discipline of 1881 stated that no member shall “use the government to settle an estate.” Jonas Martin saw the Kauffman charter as a violation of that ruling.
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On October 6, 1893, Martin stood before the fall session of the Lancaster Mennonite Conference and stated his grievances.


I am also at one with the old ground and counsel, but not with the new things that have been introduced. Giving together into marriage such that are outside of the church and with the Sunday Schools that are not held in peace nor with those that have it thus am I not at one. If something is passed that is not good, one can change it again, one needs not to let it so. I have for a long time already agreed to these things against my conscience and I want to continue no longer in this or keep house this way.16



After hearing Martin, the other bishops went to another room where they concluded that Jonas had been too critical of the conference rulings. Martin was called in and asked to confess his wrongdoing. According to one report, one bishop pulled out a pocket watch and gave Martin ten minutes to recant. Jonas refused and walked out of the meeting and met with a group of sympathizers outside. The conference then took action against Martin, revoking both his ministry and membership.17

About a third of the Weaverland-Groffdale-Bowmansville District sided with Jonas Martin and organized the Weaverland Mennonite Conference. Of the meetinghouses in the district the “Martinites,” as they came to be called, found themselves locked out of Weaverland, Groffdale, Metzlers, and Bowmansville. Martindale and Churchtown were left open on the off Sundays (congregations usually met every other Sunday at the time) for the Martin group’s use.

The Martinites (Weaverland Mennonite Conference) built new meetinghouses at Weaverland in 1894, Groffdale in 1895, Pequea in 1896 (an English speaking congregation in Leacock Township), Bowmansville in 1902, and Churchtown in 1910. The Martindale meetinghouse was shared by the Lancaster Conference and the Old Order Mennonites until 1948 when the Lancaster Conference congregation built a more modern building.

Virginia

The Mennonites in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia were impacted by outside influences at an earlier date than most other Mennonites. They were among the first Mennonites to make the transition to English and published the first widely used English Mennonite hymnal in 1847. Sunday schools were officially approved by the Virginia Mennonite Conference in 1868. Despite the general progressiveness of the Virginia Mennonites, a small conservative minority resisted change.

Foremost among these traditionalists was Abraham Blosser, who published an unabashedly conservative periodical called The Watchful Pilgrim from 1880 to 1888. This publication was in direct opposition to John F. Funk’s Herald of Truth.

However, the real trouble in Virginia began in 1894 when Bishop Lewis I. Heatwole became the sole bishop of the Middle District. Heatwole had actually been ordained bishop in Missouri, where he had lived for several years. He became a senior bishop in Virginia somewhat by default after his father-in-law, Bishop Samuel Coffman, died.18

Bishop Heatwole was married to the sister of pioneer Mennonite evangelist, John Coffman, and he was in sympathy with his brother-in-law’s progressive ideas. This tendency caused consternation among a conservative minority in the district. The first flare-up occurred on December 10, 1895, when Bishop Heatwole departed from established traditions in a pre-ordination sermon. The conservative element in the church, which included several ordained men, accumulated a number of charges against Heatwole during 1896 and 1897. Several council meetings were held to resolve the differences but to no avail.19
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