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1.

Dress Is a Language

Dress speaks. One’s clothing indicates one’s identity and image, whether rock musician or sophisticated businessperson. Dress often makes a statement about an individual’s social and economic status. Dress can communicate one’s occupation: policeman, soldier, nurse, fast-food worker.

For special occasions many people proclaim their ethnic identity with festive costumes, be they Slavic or American Indian. Clothing expresses sacredness and hallowed tradition in religious ritual. It voices celebration and formality: the bride’s gown, the orchestra conductor’s white tie and tails …

One group of people’s dress utters volumes about them though they are otherwise quiet and unobtrusive. They have adopted a kind of uniform but since they are never “off duty,” most wear it constantly. They need no special festivities to reveal their identity and heritage. They wish to be reminded of it every day. They observe no sacred vestments in their worship; their clergy’s appearance is little different from the layperson’s. They have no special religious orders, but both men and women wear a religious garb. There are no formal dress or elaborate costumes used only for rare occasions. They avoid all ostentation and keep competition at a minimum by insisting on a uniform, simple dress.

Although diverse in background, these people—Amish, Mennonites, and Brethren—collectively are known as “plain people”—plain because they believe ornaments and finery are contrary to biblical principle.
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The plain people’s dress utters volumes about them though they are otherwise quiet and unobtrusive. (Amish—Ohio)

Plain Clothing Intentionally Separates

The plain people are Christians who believe discipleship encompasses every area of life, including dress. They do not separate doctrine from daily living. They are convinced that a true follower of Jesus Christ will be recognized not only by conduct and speech but also by appearance.

The plain people look different because they believe God’s people should be distinctly separate from the surrounding world. The values and beliefs of a committed Christian are seen as radically opposed to those of the unconverted masses. They feel the world is controlled largely by Satan and the forces of evil. And so, they reason, conformity to the fads and fashions of popular society indicates identity with the world’s system.

The plain people insist that the church, guided by the Word of God and not the dictates of fashion, should decide what a Christian should wear. They point out that the fashion centers have not been known for their righteousness. Economically, they judge the fashion industry to be a deceitful, greedy force. Keeping up with the latest styles is seen as wasteful, planned obsolescence.

Plain Clothing Purposely Identifies

To many plain people the most important value of distinctive dress is its usefulness in identifying the community of believers. Plain dress gives the wearer a sense of belonging and a feeling of kinship with brothers and sisters in the faith. Members of the same fellowship are immediately recognizable anywhere. One member of an Old Order group reflected that, “Seeing a fellow plain person when far from home is like hearing your own language spoken while traveling in a foreign land. There is an immediate bond of fellowship even though the person might be a total stranger.”

The plain people take commitment to the brotherhood very seriously. An individual’s dress is considered part of the united testimony of the group. Unbecoming conduct not only affects a member’s own testimony and relationship with God, but the reputation of the whole church as well.

By wearing distinctive garb, plain people are constantly conscious of being outwardly identified as Christians and so, ideally, they seek to make their conduct consistent with their dress. A Mennonite woman told how as a girl her father decided to take the family to an amusement park. He thought this would be innocent fun even though such entertainment was frowned on by their church. While they were at the park, the father overheard someone say in a disgusted tone, “Mennonites—what are they doing here?” The family went home and never returned to such a place again.
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The plain people look different because they believe God’s people should be distinctly separate from the surrounding world. (Amish—Pennsylvania)

Many plain people are not well versed in the scriptural and moral reasons for wearing plain clothes. They merely have faith that the church has preserved and upheld an appropriate standard of dress for Christians. Their clothing represents their identification with the body of believers and its total belief and value system. Many do not think of their dress as plain clothing or even Christian clothing, but as Amish clothing or Hutterite clothing, etc.

Nearly every plain church has arrived at some kind of standard to govern the dress of its members. Some rules are spelled out specifically while others are general and subject to individual interpretation. There is usually an understanding of what is appropriate and what is not, even in the inexplicit areas. Some of the prescribed modes might not be of obvious religious significance. They are sacred not because of their intrinsic value, but because they have become symbols of identity for the group. These symbols include such things as tie strings on women’s caps, peplums on the backs of dresses, and hooks and eyes on men’s coats.
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To many plain people the most important value of distinctive dress is its usefulness in identifying the community of believers. (Hutterites—Saskatchewan)

Compliance Indicates Commitment

To deviate from the standards and customs of the church is to declare one’s dissatisfaction and lack of commitment. The transgression itself might be of minor significance but becomes an acid test to determine one’s inward attitudes. Wearing that which is contrary to the order of the church is seen as evidence of a rebellious, worldly heart.

The value of being a separate people is not always obvious to those brought up in the plain way. Many have only learned to appreciate their distinctive dress after a period of questioning and doubt. Others never come to this conclusion.

A story in Family Life magazine, an Amish publication, tells how a girl, traveling far from home, became painfully ashamed and embarrassed by her black shawl and bonnet. She felt that everyone in the bus station was staring and whispering about her. Finally, in a moment of frustrated rebellion, she jerked off her shawl and stuffed it in a bag and hid her bonnet among her luggage.

In her new freedom, she browsed around the station without her old inhibitions. One of her first observations was a young man smoking a cigarette while gazing at a pornographic magazine. Later, while waiting on the bus, she observed a woman wearing excessive makeup who could hardly walk because of her tight clothes. She also remembered a bunch of boys who had whistled at her and made some suggestive remarks as she crossed the street. She concluded that these people were certainly not ashamed to be seen doing evil—why should she be ashamed to do good? She hurried off the bus before it departed and asked the driver to give her the bag containing her shawl.

Other plain people have told about being asked to watch the luggage of complete strangers in a train or bus station. Plain clothing has conveyed an image of religious devotion as well—some plain Christians have been approached by strangers asking for prayer. The plain people feel very unworthy of this kind of recognition and are especially saddened when any among their number do not live up to the expectations of others.


2.

The Religious Basis for Plain Clothing

Despite accusations to the contrary, plain people do not believe that clothing is the essence of Christianity. But while most would say that plain dress is not essential to salvation, they do agree that if they want to carry out the full will of God they will be separate from the world in their dress.

For most plain people, dress is a rather minor issue in their total belief system. But they do not take lightly the importance of nonconformed attire. Plain churches are convinced that modest, simple dress is essential to real Christian discipleship and must be maintained. Since the larger society places much importance on dress, the plain churches have also had to emphasize it and sometimes seem to have given this area disproportionate attention. They have used stern measures to counteract widespread and recurrent disobedience.

Why do the plain people continue to observe practices which have been disregarded by nearly all of Christendom and abandoned by most of the members in their own faith family? Those who wear plain clothing point to many biblical Scriptures to explain their practices: from the New Testament, “… straight is the gate and narrow is the way which leadeth unto life and few there be that find it.”1 And from the Old Testament they explain that it was only Noah and his family who escaped when the earth was destroyed the first time. Many plain people see the large-scale putting off of plain clothing as part of the apostasy of the end times, and refer to the biblical prophecy concerning “a great falling away.”2
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Plain churches are convinced that modest, simple dress is essential to real Christian discipleship and must be maintained. (Swartzentruber Amish—Ohio)

[image: image]

The practice of wearing plain clothing is based on a number of scriptures and scriptural principles. (Amish—Indiana)

Nonconformity a Religious Principle

The plain people are convinced that nonconformity is a New Testament principle with direct implications for their clothing: “And be not conformed to this world but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind,”3 for example, and elsewhere, “As obedient children not fashioning yourselves according to the former lusts in your ignorance.”4

Plain Christians regard the world as a hostile environment for the true believer. They do not expect to receive the approval of the larger society. Instead they remember Christ’s words, “If ye were of the world, the world would love his own: but ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hateth you.”5 They believe that Scripture cautions against the consequences of worldly enjoyment: “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the father but of the world. And the world passeth away and the lust thereof: but he that does the will of God abideth forever.”6

So Christ’s followers are seen to be distinctly separate from the world: “Wherefore come out from among them and be ye separate, saith the Lord.”7 And the people of God are referred to as “a peculiar people,” “strangers,” and “pilgrims.”8

Humility Stressed

Humility is also a central theme for the plain people. Again, the teaching is rooted in Scripture: “Yea, all of you be subject one to another, and be clothed in humility: for God resisteth the proud and giveth grace to the humble.”9 These people’s written statements of belief from the earliest times repeatedly warn against the evil of pride.

Once at a country sale a plain man and a fashionable man were discussing the relationship between plain clothing and humility. The fashionable man insisted there was no connection between the two. But when the plain man suggested they trade hats and walk around the sale grounds, the other man refused the offer.

Plain people believe strongly that Christians should all be on one social level. They consider displaying wealth through clothing an overt expression of pride. A uniform plain garb avoids this evil, they reason.

Not immune to temptation, the plain people realize that “pride in plainness” can develop. “The worst kind of pride is plain pride,” they admit. There are individuals in nearly every plain community who go to great extremes to elevate their supposed humility, sometimes by sloppiness and uncleanliness. Such people are comparatively rare, however, and do not find favor in the churches. Plain people would agree, though, that the misapplication of a principle is not a legitimate argument for its abandonment.

Modesty Is Essential

Modesty is seen as an important Christian virtue which naturally accompanies humility. The necessity of adequate clothing appears in the very beginning of the Bible, where sin made Adam and Eve ashamed of their nakedness. It is stated that God did not approve of the scanty fig leaf aprons that the first humans hurriedly threw together, and so God replaced them with more ample coverings of animal skins. Sincere plain people wish to conceal the forms of their bodies, rather than reveal them. They refer to the New Testament story of the Gadarene madman who lived naked in the tombs. After Christ cast devils out of him, he was found “clothed and in his right mind.”10

There is a story told of an older plain man riding in a car, who, when the vehicle came to a stop at a traffic light, looked out the window to see a scantily-clad young woman standing on the sidewalk. Seething in righteous indignation, the old man sputtered, “You’re going to hell, and you’re going to take a lot of men with you!” Most plain people discipline themselves to be quiet in their behavior and not given to such outbursts. The man’s sentiments do, however, reflect the plain people’s strong underlying feelings about modesty in dress.

Western society has become increasingly more permissive in the exposure of flesh. The plain people believe modesty requires more than being a little more covered than what is currently socially acceptable. Modesty should not be relative, they contend.

For example, a non-Amish family visited in the home of an Old Order Amish family. When the conversation turned to modesty, the visiting mother thanked the Amish man for bringing up the subject because she was concerned that her own daughter’s dresses were too short. To demonstrate her own and her church’s standard of decency, the woman knelt forward to show that her skirt touched the floor while kneeling. The Amish father couldn’t bring himself to tell her that he considered this immodest also.

To avoid the difficulty of swimming suits, most plain churches prohibit mixed bathing of any kind. An occasional dip in a secluded spot by a group of the same sex is not forbidden, however.

Specific Teachings in the Bible

Two Scriptures in particular provide guidelines for plain people in matters of dress. One states, “In like manner also that women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with braided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array, but (which becometh women professing godliness) with good works.”11 Another is, “… let it not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold or of putting on of apparel, but let it be the hidden man of the heart, and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price.”12

From such verses the plain people learn that their dress should be modest, simple, and economical, and that jewelry (including wedding rings) and elaborate hairdos are inappropriate for the Christian. By a lack of emphasis on external beauty, the plain people believe the inner virtue of the heart can better shine through. They also think that if one’s mind is not preoccupied with beautifying one’s body, a person can be free to do the Lord’s work.
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“That women adorn themselves in modest apparel with shamefacedness and sobriety.” (Old Order Mennonite—Ontario)

Cleanliness Is Valued

Most plain people firmly believe the maxim, “Cleanliness is next to godliness.” They see slovenliness as disrespect for one’s God-given body and a poor testimony to the world. It is true that most conservative Old Order people do not see the need for more than the traditional Saturday night bath. One person said she would rather smell some honest sweat than strong, artificial perfume.
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Plain people believe that simple clothing allows the inner virtue of the heart to shine through. (Amish—Ontario)

Plain people do appreciate physical beauty. They admire pure, natural beauty and there are many examples among their members. It is the glamour that comes from a bottle that they regard as cheap, artificial, and tawdry. Cosmetics of all varieties and degrees (including leg-shaving in the more conservative circles) are seen as needless vanities. Outward attractiveness, not accompanied by a “meek and quiet spirit,” is believed to be of little value, even harmful.

Additional Biblical References

On Pride:

Proverbs 16:18, “Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.”

Proverbs 6:16, 17, “These six things doth the Lord hate: yea, seven are an abomination unto him: A proud look …”

James 4:6, “… God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.”

On Worldliness:

Colossians 3:2, “Set your affections on things above, not on things on the earth.”

James 1:27, “Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.”

James 4:4, “Ye adulteresses, know ye not that friendship of the world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God.”

On Nonconformity:

Zephaniah 1:8, “… I will punish the princes, and the king’s children, and all such as are clothed with strange apparel.” (This infers that there was a special type of clothing for God’s people.)

Numbers 15:38, 39, “Speak unto the children of Israel, and bid them that they make them fringes in the borders of their garments throughout their generation, and that they put upon you a fringe, that ye may look upon it, and remember all the commandments of the Lord, and do them…” (The children of Israel wore a distinctive garb.)

On Modesty:

Matthew 5:28, “But I say unto you, that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.”

Revelation 1:13, “… one like unto the Son of man, clothed with a garment down to the foot…” (A guideline for appropriate coverage.)

Revelation 3:18, “…that thou mayest be clothed and that the shame of thy nakedness do not appear …”


3.

Where Did the Plain Pattern Come From?

What is the origin of the cut and pattern of plain clothing anyway? Did Christ wear a plain coat and the apostles dress in broadfall pants and suspenders? Did some mystic of old see a vision of how properly dressed Christians should look? Did an inspired believer sit down at his drawing board and design a style of clothing based on scriptural principles? None of the above seem to be the case.

Several scholars have theorized that plain dress is an adaptation of styles that were once fashionable or a carry-over from peasant clothing (also said to have a fashionable origin). It is often explained that the various plain groups merely latched onto certain items of apparel, not of their own design, and “froze” them into a static religious costume.1

It is also commonly stated that the early Anabaptists, the spiritual ancestors of the Mennonites, Amish, and Hutterites, prescribed no special garb for their followers. A distinctive cut of clothing is thought to have been a comparatively recent development. Some historians have stated that plain dress was instituted by the Mennonites in the late 19th century as a substitute for the separation that the German language had provided until that time.2

There is an element of truth in most of these suppositions, yet they do not give the full pictures and are, hence, misleading. They do not explain why certain types of clothing were accepted and others rejected.

How Did the First Plain People Dress?

The documentary evidence related to early Anabaptist dress is rather fragmentary but, taken as a whole, can lead to certain conclusions concerning the appearance of these first plain people. In Switzerland, from the very beginning of the Anabaptist movement in 1525 down to the mid-19th century, there are numerous references to the distinctive dress of these people.3 In Holland, Menno Simons (from whom the Mennonites are named) had a great deal to say about pompous dress,4 but several references in the Martyrs Mirror indicate that some Dutch Anabaptists could not be picked out in a crowd by their persecutors.5 By the 18th century only a few groups of Dutch Mennonites practiced wearing distinctive garb.6 (George Fox, founder of the Society of Friends [Quakers] preached simplicity in dress and his most zealous followers could be identified by their plainness in attire for over 250 years.)
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An Anabaptist (probably Amish) farmer from an 1841 French farmer’s almanac.

Not much in the way of written rules and regulations on dress has been left behind by the early plain people. The earliest confessions of faith say little or nothing about clothing. Some historians have concluded this lack of written directives indicates that the church fathers placed little emphasis on dress. On the other hand, the early Anabaptists may have conveyed their order of dress orally or by example, as many very conservative groups of plain people do today. These contemporary plain people will leave behind little or nothing in print spelling out their dress practices. Often when a group’s distinctive clothing (and other practices) are threatened do written rules first appear.
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