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CHAPTER ONE

An Introduction to the Relation of Land and Faith

['le are human beings shaped in the image of an
uninag:inable Creator. l9e learn to know and l-ove this
unnamable One in communities extending across time and
space. John R. Ruth

Through art we come to discover the sorts of
people we are, the problems of our eultures and our
communities, the depths of meaninÊl in our common Life.
Gordon Kaufman

ï.

In l iterature we are provided witl¡

portraits of people's lives, both individual and communal.

T.le are invited Ínto the world of tlre author's creation to

experience how life was and is lived, and we are urged to

perceive the myriad forces of culture, history, and faith

v¡hich shape human self-understanding and world '¡iew. From

our excursiorrs irrto these other worl-ds, w€ can derive

meanings about the nature of our own human existence.

With these thoughts as my starting point, it is my

intention in this thesis to examine a selection of

Mennonite fiction for each autlror's preserrtation of the

Mennonites' faith and religious life. In particular, I



will focus on the relation of land and faith in Mennonite

experience.

I have chosen four historical novels

written by Mennonites about Mennonite life. The books are

orElanized in chronoloelical sequence aecording to date of

publication. In this order, they form a spectrum of

Mennonite life spanning roughly fifty years of Mennonite

history. ( 1 )

The first seleetion, A-EUAåiaü-laUCe-f

Dealh- by Dietricl¡ Neufe1d, is set, irr Russia irr the early

1920's. The book, though not strictly fiction nor a

novel, relates the experiences of the Mennonite colonísts

who, after' 120 years of peaceful and prosperous existence.

sudcienly experierrce the coÌlapse of tL¡eir world in the

upheaval of the Russian RevoLution and the terrorist

activities of Nestor Makhno and Lris bandits'

The story Na-Ë!ra¡:Ê-ÉfËili-Exij.r- l-¡y I{åÌrÉ

Harder, occurs about ten years after the events depicted

ín A-EUs6f6ü-Ifftç-E-!f-n-Ëåth- Thre novÉ1 F'artra]'s tire liye¡;

of a small elroup of Mennonites who are exiled from their

aneestral home in the Volga reElion to a labor camp in

Russia's far north.

In PeåcÉ-Et¡-al1-DtrËtrav-Us.rrv. k'v Rudv

Wiebe, the setting shifts from Russia in the 1920's and

30,s to canada in the earLy 1940',s. This novel focuses on

the l_ives of a small community of Mennonites, the older

generation of which has emigrated from Revolution-torn



Russia. The eolnmunity has, to some extent, re-established

a peaceful existence in the bushland of Northern

Saskatchewan.

The final selection, Ikre BluÉ-l{aunteinâ-af

Qhina- by Rudy wiebe is an epic novel detailÍrrd tLre lives

of several Mennonite fanilies datinEl from Pre-Revolution

times ir¡ Russia to the 1960's in Canada and Paraguay'

Since the Mennonites live by a faith of

the Bibie a faith that is reflected in both the stvle

and conter¡t of lhe novels I have confined my own

ar¡aiysis of the novels to Biblícal categories. What this

mear¡s is that the aim of this thesis is to diseover not

or¡Jy L¡ow LLre authors of the selected Mennonite fiction

portray the relation of land and faith in Mennonite

exper.ience, but af so ùo seek to understand tL¡ese

portrayai-s in terms of the Biblical experience of land and

f aitLr.

As arr aid to definingl and understanding

land. mcrtifs in the Bible, I rely on Walter Brueggemann'

lkreland.* Irr tk¡iEr l_rrfcrk, Brr_reElÊler¡arrrr r,'l-lggest,É tL¡at larrd

the central theme in the story of the Bible, and so

sr

is

focuses Lris Biblica} interpretations particularly on the

relation of land and fe.ith. (2) For this res.eol-l 1he L¡nd.

is an especially rel-evant text for t,he interpreti'¡e

intention of this tlresis.

It must be noted that aspects of

Brueggemann's Biblical interpretation may be considered
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somewhat unorthodox. As \{e shalI laùer discover, his

conclusions regarding the New Testament are particularly

innovative. In order to Place his persPective in context,

it is helpful to understand BruegElemaIÌn's own attitude

toward kris research' He expLains:

I have in each turn of the history of people
IIsrae]l and land tried to focus on particular texts
igiUficall and explore how these might permit a
different read.inÉl of the whole of Israel's history.

It is my hope that this study may hint at the
categfories of pereeption which wil-1 permit us to see
the text d.ifferently and also permit us to discern
ourselves and our history differently' The
following discussion i-s offered in conviction that the
Bible provides us with peculiar and decisively
important cate$ories for facing Ùhe crises of the
human spirit- I am aware that my conclusions on the
relation of the OId. and New Testaments are innovative'

.IhopethereisalegitimateSuEl€|estionoffresh
l,{ays in whiclr the intent of the text might be
discerned. ( 3 )

Generally, Brueg€lemann's work h¿rs been

weIl received by the academic community-(a) Thus, it is

leg j-timate t,o regard lhejanrl es BrueÊlgfen¡ar.trr irrter¡ds: tLrat

is, as one amonEr many valid. contributions to the onÉfoinÉl

researcLr of Biblical seholarship. (5) It is also important

to recog¡nize that it is not my intention to Prove or

,disprove Bruegefemanrr's claims, nor is iÙ to develop a

comprehensive Biblica] theologly of the land. Rather, my

intention is to accept Bruegefemann's perspeetive as a

prism ùhrouÉlh whrich I am able to perceive and illuminate

the spectrum of I'lennonite experiences of land and faith as

Lbey exist in the ftctional works'

For thris tlresis, the particular relevance



of Bruegglemann's perspective in the-LAnd lies irt L¡is

cateÉlorical division of the Otd Testament story of the

land and its inhabitants. For as we shall see, the

movements of the Peop]e of Israel in and out of the land

are in many ways ¿¡1¿]aÉlous to the stories of the

Mennonites upon which this thesis wi]1 focus. Thus' more

specif ically, BruegÉtemar¡n's text will be used as a point

of reference or paradigm for defininÉl terms and

ídentifying Biblical analogy in the Mennonite novels'

In order to clarify the focus of this

thesis, the followin$ two sections discuss several key

concepts whieh, togiether, form the foundation for

ciiscussions ín later chapters. Fírst, I will define how

the term "land." is used in our study of the novels.

Second., ir¡ order to urrderstand the role of BruegËlemann's

interpretation of the Olci Testament in subsequent chapters

of ihis thesis, I include a brief outline of [hejauçl'

Finally, as ar¡ aid to understandinEi the relation of land

and. faith in the Mennonite novels, a brief Lristorical

sketch of the development of the Mennonites' own relation

to the land is Provided.

The following analysis of the relation of

land and faith involves a dual understandin€! of the term

"Iand. " Land refers t,o actual soil and landscape, but

also ineludes the concept of land as "p1ace". Land is

Ii



1 r'\

made place by its inhabitants.

Mircea Eliade's description of how humans

create a "place" out of "space" is a helpful introduction

to this idea. E1iade e)<Plains this phenomenon by

distinguishinÉf the two terms cosmos and chaos. Generally,

the terms d.elimit a societv's " inhabited territory

Icosmos] and the unknown and indeterminate sPace that

surrounds it [chaos]. "(6) He comments further:

To settle in a territory is undertaking
the creation of the world one has chosen to inhabit'

Establishment in a partícuIar plaee, orÉlanizínÉ
it, inhabiting it, are acts that presuFpose ar¡

existential choiee - the choice of the universe that
one is prepared to assume by ereating it' (7)

Accordin€Í to EI iade, inhabitingî a land

involves the aeL of ereatinÉ! a world, the basis of which

is a particular structure of meaning. PeopJ-e create a

cosmos by irrfusingi a territorl¡ with meartin€f . Moreover,

Et iade ascerùains tL¡at space is infused with mearrin$

through an act of consecrating the turf. (B) People create

a world by making their space " the center of the

ur¡iverse"; the center beirrg the place where cornruurrication

exists between heaven and earth. Existence is made real or

meaninÉifu1 by the presence of God in the land' By

extension, the world outside of consecrated space is

reÉfarded as a formless chaos or space.

In his text, the-La¡rd- Brr-teggernanrr

generally af f irms El j.ade's distinction between place and

space regardiná thre 1and. "Place" i.s distinÉfu j sL¡ed f rom

"space" by the addition of mear¡irtgfulness in human
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Iife. (9) But BrueÉlEfemann adds another di-mension to

Eliade's idea of meaninÉ through consecration of turf. He

writes: "There are no meanin$s apart from roots."(10)

Thus for Brueggemann, humans derive meaning not only from

the presenee of God in the land, but also from the abiding

nature of His presence through history:

Place is sPace which has historical meanin6¡s,
v¡here some thinels have happened v¿hich are now
remembered and which provide continuity and identity
across generations. Place is space in which important
words have been spoken '*hieh have established
identity, defined vocation, and envisioned
destiny. ( 11 )

So, for Brueggemann, land as place is land

where humans find meanin$ in life not only by the

experience of God's presence in the land, but also from

the communal memories of God's presence in the land

through history. Irr this wãy, tlre lanci itself takes on

speciaL meaning for its inhabitants: " Land is

always the bearer of overpluses of rneaning known only to

those wh¡o lose and yearn for íL."(tZ)

This notion of land as place (versus

space) is, for Brueggemann, the essertce of thre Old

Testament experience of land:

The land which Israel yearns and v¡hich it
remembers is never unclaimed space but is always a'

place with Yahweh, a place well fil1ed with memories
of life with him s.r-id Fr'-rmíE¡F t'r*r:m lriu stid vf-rvtEt t{:'
hirn. ( 13 )

Brue$gfernarrn suEÍgests tlrat, for the people of

Israel, faith is always connected to the l-and and centers

his analysis on this aspect of IsraeL's þi<tnrw Aq a

result, the distinction between land as space or pLace
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und.erl-ies BrueÉlÉfemann's entire interpretati.on of the Old

Testament experience of land and faith.

Brue€lÉlemann or€far¡izes the history of

Israel into three separate histories, each determined by

the people's status in relation to the land: 1) Egf¡¡t Èo

canaan, the history beÉlinningl with the promise of land and

endinEf with Israel',s arrival at their promised ]and; 2)

canaan to Babylon, the hístory of mana€ling the land ending

in exile; 3) Exile to Jerusalem, the new history of

promise wlrich beÊiins in exile and culminates in kingdom'

Around these three histories, Brueggeman builds the thesis

that, by his vrord, God gives the land as gift' As such'

the 1and. always remains in God's possession' Land'

therefore, must be held in covenant. I^Ie are responsible

for its care aecording to God's word'

By expanding on tL¡is premise, BrueEi€lemann

observes ín tlre BibL ical story a dial-ectic regardinÉf care

for the lar¡d. Tl¡ose wkro ne$Iect- God's ownership--who

Eirasp the land. and presume ownership of land--lose it;

wlriIe tLrose wkro risk havin$ rro land receive the Cift of

land.

TLre term "Iar¡d, " in this context, imPlies

the duaLmeaningf diseussed above; namely, as both place

ar!d. turf . For Israel, larrd' rûeant not only a cLrunk of

soil, but a p).ace characterized by the Presence of Yahweh,

', social coherence and persorral ease in prosperify,

security and freedom. "(14) So rrot only land, but also

place in the land , ä.]^e God's giift and subject to the



d.ialectic of gift and $rasp: "- graspingi for home

1ead.s to homelessness and risking homelessness yields the

gift of home. " ( 15 )

Drawing on the above mentioned

observations, Brueggemann perceives the history of Isare1

as a series of histories based on the rsraelites'

situation in the land. DurinÉf each history, the

Israelites live a particular relation to the land which

shapes their relation to Yahweh. At thÊ end ,rf es'ch

history, life as it had been kr¡own comes to an end. [Alith

new history, the people experience a new situation in the

lar¡d which, in turn, affeci.s their faith. And tk¡is is so

for Israel precisely because the land is not simply turf,

but place.

Subsequerrtly, Brueggemann defines the

three kr i stor i es of I s r¿re I in terms of the peop 1e ' s

Ianded.rress arrcl landlessness. ( 16 ) General ly speaking, the

terms are correlatives of Eliade's cosmos and chaos.

Brtreggenrarrn describes thre status of landedness ¿rs a

community securely in possession of land and feeling God's

sanctioning presence in the comfort and prosperity

resulting f rom such security. ( 17 ) The Isr-e'=litas' hiætnr-y

in Canaar¡ is the Old Testament exarnple of landed

existence. The danger inherent ín such status is the

tendency of humans to regard tkre lar¡d as tlreir owrr, thus

for€letting God's '*ord that land is always a gift.

The result of grasping for larrd is loss of

i nnrì RrrreÉÉemann def ines Iandlessness as the Êu-ndrtion
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of bein€i displaced: " alienated from the pl-ace

which gave security and identity. alienated from all

the shapes and forms which gave power to faith and

life. "(18) The two exampLes of landlessness in Israel's

history are their forty-year wandering in the Sinai desert

and their exile from Canaan irrto Babylor¡. Ïn tL¡e eontext

of these exampJes, the meaning of landlessness becomes

cLosely aligned with the Biblical motif of wilderness.

That is, to be landless is to be cast into the wilderness.

G. H. Williams comments that althouÉh the

Hebraic words for. wilderness in the old Testament are

nu[lerous, they a]l translate into the Saíle basic meanirrg:

the wil_derness was the unsown as distinguished from

the Sown (land¡. "(19) These two terms fall directlv in

Line with the chaos /IarÀlessr cosmos,/londed di'stinctior¡s

of El i-ade and Brueggerfiaûn. For t|re Tsrael ites, rll-lsowrl

lancÌ was synonymous with desert, disorder, darknegs ' s.nd

death: while sown lancl referred to the created order of

gardens, orchards, and pastures. (20¡

The distinction between wilderness land

and paradise land is perhaps most clearly expressed in the

Biblical story of Adam and Eve. The garden of Eden

symbolizes the paradise in v¡hich God's presence is known,

and security and prosperity are certain. The world of

Ad.am and Eve exemplifies perfect landedness. I¡ contrast,

when tlre couple is cast out of the garderr, they suffer

dísplacement and alienation from God. consequently, the

wi lderrress is perceived as wastelar¡d.



If we were to extend the symboLism in the

story of Eden to the old Testament distinction between

sowrr and unsown land, it can be seen that the created

order of human settlement is, in fact, a re-created Eden,

bearinÊÍ the same connotations of security and the presence

of God (landedness). Likewise, unsov/n land is wilderness

wasteland characterized by insecurity and alienation

( landlessness ) .

What all these terms express is the

concept that reality or meanin$ in human life is derived

from havinÉl a place in the land and livinei a lar¡ded

existence. The factors that transform space into

place--community, history, and. the experience of God's

presence--are also the factors that form meaning and

provide hurnans witLr a sense of securlty arrd identity in

life. Hence, to be landless is to be severed from all of

these realíty-sLraping structures.

Paul Tournier, in his book A-LLaçe-Ec-'r

TçU- suEl€ie:rts trrat all Frurrarrs æ:;*errtially qr-test for place

in ùhe land.. The yearning! is often defined as a "Paradise

lost" syndrome or nostalgia for a world of perfection. (21)

[,le desire a place of security, â Place with God, a pLace

as perfect as the lost world of Eden.

Tn ehnr]. the meqni n.ø nf' I qnrì rts rrl s,r,a¡!¡ t e!¡v

refers bo the idea of inkrabited lar¡d as a world creat,ecl

and divinely sanctioned. It involves the neture af

community, part of which is theír experierrce <¡f God irr the

land. Land as p1ace, therefore, is integrel to sny
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treatment of the reLation of land and faith. The coneept

points to the signifícance of the interaction of land and

people in shaping faith. Faith is affected by one's

feelinÉl of havinÉf or not having a plaee in the land.

Landed community--Iife in the $arden--Provides structures

that support faith. On the cont.rary, Le.t be

landless--adrift in the wílderness--is to be in a place

"/Lrere 
feelingls of aLienation cause sucLr insecurity artd

doubù that faith is threatened'

We must not, krowever, be misled by the

c;al'.eéorir:al distinction between landed and landless
v4 v\JÞ

existence. For as will later become evident, to live a

landed. existence does not guarantee a stronlf and perfect

fai¡h. Tkre very security and prosperity desi€ned to

support faith can l-ead to a callous ne$Iect of God's Word.

Likewise, 1i f e in the wi l clerrress does not autonratical ly

imply the demise of faith. For example, during the

Israei ites' years of war¡derirrg in t.f¡e desert, tLrere were

indeerì r¡c.ìDle who succumbed to cioubt and lost faith ir:

God's promise of land.. Br-rt there were also treople who

r¡ever relinquished f aith in God's abidingf and sustaining

presenee. These faithful people regarded fk¡e wil-derness

aS tl¡e pLace where God's vgice was heard most clearly and

tLre covertarrt bond. most Secure. Hosea, fqr one, wribes of

Israel-'s relatíon to God during their t.ime in the desert

rrc.f ind t.he, intimate imaglery of a bride and hersv ¡.¡Þ

hrirìedroom. (22 \ T,nter. the prophets and early saints of
UI

tL¡e ckrurch v¡rite of the wilderness as a place of refuge Lo



17

which one mj-ght escape from the world and experience

mystical union with God. (23) So there is both a positive

and a negative understanding of wilderness in the Biblical

story and in Christian tradition.(24) The conditions of

landed and landless existence, therefore, must not be

regarded as havin6! Singular and Prec'rdained repercussions

on faith. Rather, these states of existence must be

understood in the context of BrueÉlgemann's dialectie.

GraspinÉ! for Land results in landlessness and risking

landlessness yields ùhe efift of larrd.

IÏI.

In addition to the Old Testament

landed,/1and1ess parad i€lm reg;ardin$ tLre relation of land

arrd faith, the selected rrovels also reveal a r'elatiorr

between Ìa.nct and fai-th L:haL j-s peculiar to the Mennonite

per_.,pìe. As +-he histor)¡ of fLre b{errrronites ur¡folded, these

people d.eveloped t.Lreir own Farlicular bond to the land,

whl chr directly relat.es to t.he urrderstandir¡Éi of wi lderr¡ess

as a place of refuge. A brief L¡istorical sketch will

highlight this dimension of the relation of land and faith

for the Mennonite PeoPle.

Tþre Arr¡rtrprotist movemerrt, out of v¿hich t,he

Mennonites evolved, began in the urban centers of Germany,

HolIarrC. arid Switzerlarrd durir¡Eî tlre sixteerrth century

Reformation. (25) Its foundinEf members are described as

haw'i rrd "rìn tr,r.rletariarl cc)rrrtoft dencrírirlatr:rr, t,Yte

movement was heterogeneous in character with adherents
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from aIl social elasses and vocations ." (26 ) As the

movement sought ways to sustain itself, however, it became

increasin€!}y linked to an aÉlrarian lifestyle. (27 ) By the

time Mennonites began to emigrate to Carrada in the late

nineteenth century, agriculture was an integral part of

the Menrronite way of life. (28)

The Anabaptist,/Mennonite transition from a

heterogleneous Élroup, which included urban professionaLs,

to a society of rural agricultural-ists !'¡las encouragied arrd

shaped by several forces in history. A brief overview of

tkrese forces wi]1 identify the nrajor factors contributing

f.n thìs chanÉe Tt is 'ì moortant to note that all of theseer¡gr¡Þ v .

influences are presented as di.stinct for the sake of

simplicity and clarity. Just as the movement of history

i s known Lo ElyraLe , thes;e f actors overl ap, interconrtecL,

ar.rd repeat over the course of time.

TLre nrcrst direct f orce that propeiled

Anabaptists into rural areas was oppression. The first

Arrabaptists suffered violent persecution from both

Catholics and Protestants, and from civic and

ecclesiastical parties.(29) Between 1525 ar¡d 1560,

thousands of Anabaptists were imprisoned, tortured, and

martyrerl. The struggle to sirnply stay alive kept

Anabaptists on a migratory path, and moving increasinelly

ínto ruï'al areas where they were less conspicuous to their

persecutors. ( 30)

Secorr,l 1y, LLre Arrabaptists tfrernselves were

cornmitted to separatin$ from the rest of the world.(3f ¡



The foundation of this commitment rested in a dualístrc

vlorld view, often r¡ow referred to as a two kir¡gdom

theoloáy. A brief overview of this theology will help to

explain the Anabaptists' desire to live in rural areas.

Early Anabaptists applied the New Testament distinction

betv¿een the kirreldom of lighrt and tþte kinÉldom of darkness

to their ov/n existential situation. (32) The kin$dom of

CL¡rist vras not perceived as a sometime future event;

rather, christ's return was anticipated to be imminent'

To prepare for this event, true followers of christ must

begin the work of initiatin$ the holy kingdom on earth,

Lrere and no1,ç: "The Arrabaptists believed they were the

forerunners of a time to come, in which the Lord would

estahlishr His people arrd His laws tLrroughor-rt tLre

eartL¡. "(33) The worid was reÉarded as the kingdom of

,larkness arrd. sirr wLricir rnust be cast away-. both sPiritual-Iy

ancì geographical l-y, f or purity of f aitL¡ t'3 exist.

Arti cL e 4 csf tlre ScLrleitl¡eirn Conf ession of

1527, orre c-rf tLre e¿rrliest. stafemerrt.s of Arrabaptist

convictic-rn, cietails tlris two kingdonr Weltanscltauurrgf :

For truLy all creatures are in but two
classes, Éood arrd bad, believingi arrd unbelieving,
darkness ancl light, the world and those who have come

out of the world. everythínÉf wLrich is rrot urrited
with our God and Christ cannot be other than
aborninatior¡ which we sLrur¡ and flee from. By this is
meant alL popish and anti-popish works ar¡d church
services, rüeetinÉfs and churcLr attendar¡ce, drinkinel
Lrc,-rses, civi-c affairs, the commitments made in
unbelief arrd otLrer things of tl¡at kind, wkrich are
highly regarded by the world and yet are carried on in
flat contradictiorr Lo tLre cornrrarrd of God, in
accordarrce with all tLre ur¡r'ighLecrusness which is in
tlre wc.'rld, From al l these t,krings wÊ skral 1 be
separaLed ârrd Lrave no part with ¿hem for they are
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nothing but an abomination (34)

TÞ'o re'ì iøir¡¡¡s practiCes arrd Ur¡derlyinÉl

precepts of the Anabaptist religion reflect this basic tv¿o

kin6ldom theology. An outline of their main tenets of

faith reveals a eoneern co maintain a community

representative of God's kin€fdom over aglainst the largler

fallen world: (35)

1) Believer's Baptism--baptism based on
knowledge and confessior¡, and involvin$ a $enuine
rebirth out of the state of sin

2) Discípleship as "NachfolÉle
Christi "--following CLrrist in corrplete obedierrce,
wkricLr includes maintainin6! ar¡ ethic of love and
non-res i- stance

3) Use of tlte Barr--exco(tmunicatin€ those
people of the feLlowship who acL in disobedience

4j Church as Gemeinde--". the livin$
toÉether in neace and mutual exhortation, or thevvbv vr¡v-

sharing of both rnaterial and spiritual tlrirrEls"(36)

5) The Suffering Church--"ConfIict v¡ith the
worl-d was inevitable for those who endeavored io live
arr earnest Christian Iife. "(37i

Mer¡no Sirnc,rrs surrmarizes tlre credo of the

MenrrorriNes in these words: "The entire evanglelical

Scriptures, teach us tlrat t.kre chr.lrch c-;f CLrrist was arrcl is,

in doetrine, l- ife, ar.rd worship, a people separated f rom

the worLd. " ( 38 )

Because of tk¡e Mennorrites' cortvictior¡ to

separate frr-rm the world, the rural settin$ was an

appropriate location for thern to live. As a natural

i.solator, ruraÌ areas served to protect the people from

tLreir persecutors, while also servin$ as a pracLical

location for livinÊf out their commitrnent to avoid the sins
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of the world.

The Mer¡rronit,es were further encouragled

into rural areas by the influence of the earlier born

Waldensian sect.(39) The Waldensians, drawing on

Revelation 12:6, maintained that the true church of Christ

nrust withdraw from the world intc, tlre wilderness. Thrr-.rr-tÊlhr

the influence of this $roup, the idea of wilderness as a

place of refuele nrade furtlrer inroads into Mennorriùe

think-inÉ. The effect is understandable, as the

Waldensians' proclamation onJy supported the Mennoaites'

own belief in separation. The idea that the true church

must Locate irr tLre wilderr¡ess also irrterrsif ied tL¡e I ir¡k

between Mennonite faith and 1and. The wilderness was

God, s sanetioned place for iris f of iowers; and the mcrst,

nrar:tical wav tr-, survive in wilderness areas was to farm'
rL ¿'¿

TLrus, more ancl more Merrnor¡ites; adopted arr aÉticultural

1i f es;+-lr1e.

By tkre lat'e eigYtLeerfth century, wher-t

Mennonites began migirating to Russia, workirr$ the Ìand had

alreacy L¡€coûre a tradition; and ít was a tradition that

influenced their faith: ( 40)

The Mennonites broug;k¡t to tLreir new Russi¿rrr
environment a brotherhood-type of church, but not a
O"o¿¡"¡hcrod ir: the creative evart€felical sixteer¡th
century sense. It was a quietistic, non-missionary
Menrronitism whichr sought to preserve an historic faith
bv formalistie, tradition-honoured means. The
Mer:norrites brou€fht to Russia, also, a faith which haci
a..jquired certain cul-turaL accretions which in turn had
been absol-utized arrd sanctif ied. ( 41 )

As v/e shalÌ see. one of those "cultural

accretions " was working tfre 1arrc1 .
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Tlrc nerinâ of history that the Mennonites

lived in Russia seemed to solidify the bond between

Mennonites and an agrarian lifestyle. Duríná this

13O-year period, the Mennonites lived v¿ithout external

strife, and achieved monumental success as

a€friculturalists. At their peak in 1920, the Mennonite

population stood at 120,000 with land holdinÉls amountin6f

to more than 3,000,000 acres .(42 ) In addition to

agricultural prosperity, two other developments occurred

durinÉî tlrese years that st.rerrSftLrened the bond between

Mer¡nonite farth¡ and the land.

Orre, tlrey developed as a cultural ar¡d

ethnic e'rouo to the extent that fhey considered themselves
4v br vsr

to be ¡r cl.istirrct people. Tkrere are several reasons for

this occurrence. (43) First of ail-, the Mennonites already

car'ried within them feeiings of segregation wlren they

arriverL in Russia. Thre governments of their previous

L¡crnelarrds h¿rd r.Iever fully accepted t.krem as r:it. j zenf-j. As a

result, the Mennonites already understood *-hemselves to be

a distinct group. Second, tLre lcLng distance frorn tLrej.r

parent churches, combir¡ed with tLre " insulated" envirorrment

of the new Lronreland, further reirrforceci feelirrSls of

peoplehood. Third, the priwilege of freedom to giovern

thelselves and. to establish tlreir owrr economic, social,

welfare, and educational- institutions served to create a

"state withirr a state. " Such factors naturally

intensified their already existing emotions of detachment.

Lastl-y, the Russian goverrrmer¡t itseLf perpetrated tLris
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state of affairs by treatinel the Mennonites as a Élroup

distinetly different from all other eolonists r+ho were

settled in Russia at that time. Thus: "As a church and

as a social, economic, and political entity lthe

Mennonites in Russia] also assumed the attributes of an

ethnic subgroup, or people, ar¡d also invariably spoke of

itsetf as das mennonitische volk-"(44J

One cannot help but call to mind here tlre

two kinÉld.om theologÍy so central to previous generations of

Anabaptists arrcl Mennor¡ites. ( 45 ) In consideratiorr ¡f tL¡is

element of Mennonite faith, the social and political

factors contributirrËl to tLre development of a

"menrrorìitisches volk" lose their incidental- qual ity. The

rel j-€iious /theologicai goal of thre Menr¡onite people was to

devefc¡p a community 'in the warld br-¡t not of the

world."(4ôi ReIigj.ously, tlre forrnaticrr of the conmr-tnity

of Mer¡rronites in Russia rep¡esents t'he fulfi'llment of the

two kirrgiclom theoJoÉy to ar¡ extraordlnary e-'i1,erlt.

The second development during the 'Golden

Age irr Russia that intensified the bond between Mennorrite

faith arrd. the larrd was the integration of religious values

into aIl other affairs of 1ífe:

TL¡e f irst settlers to Russi-a broueiht witlr them
the mâc:hinery for ethnic survival- and applied it
irrstiric:tively to ll're r.rew settirr€i. 6f rorlp survival
depended on a definite cultural identity and a
s1-rcng soci aJ system. Both tLrese dimerrs ions f ound
expression in institutior¡alized religion.
religious values set the boundaries of rnajor
institutions and defined the basis of interaction
witLrin tkre cornmunit.y. ecclesiastical ar¡d civil
interests tended to mergie.(47)


