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Preface

If the “plain people” of North America are to be understood in terms of their own concerns, we must consider sympathetically their own expressions and the biblical cadences they echo. Having maintained, with the tolerance of their society, a simple life as “the quiet in the land,” these folk still prize such passe virtues as modesty, humility, and obedience to God’s will, as interpreted by a disciplined community of faith. Their values, difficult to appreciate in a world bemused by progress, are seldom if ever articulated, except as curiosities, in our mass media.

A comment by Simone Weil in her thoughtful book, The Need for Roots, is suggestive. “The essential fact about the Christian virtues,” she reflected, “what lends them a special savor of their own, is humility, the freely accepted movement toward the bottom.” But as she watched Western civilization behaving as though it had lost its center, Weil concluded regretfully that in modern culture the paradox of “a humility of a really high order is something unknown to us. We cannot even conceive such a thing possible. In order to merely conceive it, we should have to make a special effort of the imagination.”

John L. Ruth

Harleysville, Pennsylvania


A Biblical Theme

From the Delaware River to beyond the Great Plains and from Ontario to Texas exist many rural communities of North America’s “plain people.” Ever since their 18th-century arrival on this continent they have experienced a partial victory over the logic of technological advance and secularity. Although they have been explained from time to time by historians, sociologists, and psychologists (Reinhold Niebuhr called the Mennonite farm a “Protestant surrogate for the Catholic monastery”), they maintain a life and values that defy simplistic analysis.

There are well over a hundred thousand of these souls, and although some of their communities are dying or shifting into more modern and thus less visible form, many more are thriving, expanding, and spawning daughter communities in other regions. When these people move, it is almost always in search of less populated land.

The most visible are the Amish and the strictest of their spiritual cousins, the Mennonites of Swiss/South German background. But the observer must be cautioned immediately against oversimplifying. There are equally distinct, if smaller, “Old Order” wings of groups such as the Church of the Brethren and the Brethren in Christ, both dating back to the 18th century. There are also conservative “Old Colony” Mennonite with a history in Russia, and some 30,000 Hutterites, a communalist wing of the same group that produced the Mennonites.
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