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The Ger man Mennonite

Response

to the Dissolution of the Rhoen- Bruder hof

by James Irvin Lichti

"Expul si on of Mennonites
from Ger many"

On April 22, 1937, a Swiss Catholic
paper, the Basler Nachrichten, ran a
short article entitled "Expulsion of
Mennonites fromGermany. " This ar
ticle appeared during Htler's fourth
year in power. The paper reported the
arrival in Holl and of 31 Ger nan Men
nonites who had been expelled from
Ger many

because-in accordance with their con
victions-they did not want to perform
mlitary service. Also, they have con
sistently refused to enploy the Htler
greeting. A few days ago Gestapo de
tachnent s appeared, occupiedthe com
nunity buildings and took their occu
pants to the Dutch border. Em
phasis in original
The report's details were largely reli
able: on April 14, 1937, a small reli
gious comuni ty had been di shanded
by the Gestapo. It identified with the
Anabapt i st tradition and was known as
the Rhoen- Bruder hof, the Rhoen bei ng
a rather inpoverished rural area |ying
about mi dway between Frankfurt and
Berlin. One detail missed by the Basler
Nachrichten was that conmunity doc
trines al so rejected private property; on
this basis, the Rhoen-Bruderhof cane
under government suspicion hoth as
"pacifists" and as "communists."
However, it was not an oversight, but
a specific error whi ch caught the atten
tion of Ger man Mennonite | eader ship:
the Rhoen- Bruderhof's affiliation was
Hitterite rather than Mennonite. The
Ver ei ni gung der Deut schen Mennoni t en
genei nden, in which the majority of
Ger man Mennoni t e congregat i ons wer e
represented,’ was anxious to make clear
that "no Mennoni t es had been expel | ed
fromGermany, " and that there was no
affiliation bet ween Ger man Mennoni t es
and the Rhoen-Bruderhof. This re
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sponse, in turn, troubled Dutch Men
noni tes, who had taken in the expelled
CGerman Hutterites upon their arrival in
the Netherlands: Didn't the Vereini
gung ‘s response to the dissol ution of the
Rhoen- Bruder hof constitute the aban
donnent of a sister denomination?

In taking on this question, the fun
damental issue is understanding how
Ger man Mennoni t es and Ger man Hut
terites, both based in the Anabapti st
tradition, pursued opposing forns of
"acconmodation" to life under Na
tional Socialism?2 In addition, the
Verei ni gung s response to the dissol u
tion of the Rhoen- Bruder hof provides
an unusual opportunity to contrast the
"individual" and "institutional" re
sponses to National Socialism How
ever, a look at the initial responses of
Ver ei ni gung | eaders seens to present a
more conplex picture. OF the three
leaders nmost directly involved at that
point, Benjamin Unruh pressed for
di stance right away, which fell inline
with his own uncritical regard for the
Third Reich. The remaining two, Chris
tian Neff and Em | Haendi ges, assuned
positions surprisingly at odds with their
respective perspectives. Despite the
diversity of response anong church
| eader ship, the Vereinigung s response
to the Basler Nachrichten fell in line
with the overall pattern of German
Mennoni t e acconmmdat i onto the Third
Reich. Perhaps the nost disturhing
aspect of this happened inthe very pro
cess of policy formation: what finally
al I owed for policy determinationwas a
selective reliance on principles fromthe
Mennonite tradition. These principles
legitimzed a position which "pro
tected" the German Mennonite reputa
tion under the Third Reich and mai n
tained an uncritical stance toward the
Cestapo action against the Rhoen
Bruder hof .

Ger man Mennoni te perception
of the Rhoen- Bruder hof

When Htler was appointed chan
cellor on January 30, 1933, Gernan
Mennonites reacted "just like their
fellowGermans: they were relieved and
cheered Htler and his Brownshirtswith
great hope."3 The Rnhoen- Bruder hof,
on the other hand, faced the moment as
a sol emm call to decision. Upon hear
ing the news, the community's |eader,
Eberhard Arnold 1883-1935, called
his followers together and announced
that the time had come for each of t hem
to choose their life's direction: either
acconmodat i onto the newstate or non
conformty in the context of a com
nuni ty of conmitnent.4

This comm tment initially brought
together Eberhard Arnold and Emry
van Hol [ ander 1884-1980, who be
cane his wife. They met in 1907; both
wer e fromrespect abl e bour geoi s back
grounds, and were influenced by two
rather different movements: pietistic
revivalism which gave expression to
their devout faith, and the German
Yout h Movenent, whi ch questioned the
normative basis of bourgeois German
life. World War | drewthe coupleinto
circles of religious pacifists and reli
gious socialists; with the coming of
peace, theyjoined with others who were
questioning private property, and seek
ing alternatives to conventional eco
nomc, political and religious institu
tions. This particular wi ng of the post-
Vor | d War | German Yout h Movenent,
called the "communitarian" mnove
ment, 5 enthusiastical ly embraced Ger
man folk culture, but fundamentally
chal | enged the cornerstones of Ger man
m ddl e- cl ass society.

The movement aroused Sone curiosity
anmong CGer man Mennonite youth, but
those who becane actively engaged
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wer e transpl anted Russi an Mennoni tes.
Hans Kl assen and Johannes Harder
were exanples. Kiassen founded a
Quaker conmune in Thuringia, the
"Neu- Sonnenf el der"; but since novi ng
to Ger many his contacts had been with
progressi ve Baptists rather than Ger man
Mennonites. Sinilarly, Johannes Hard
er's contacts with Ger man Mennonites
remai ned rather marginal. He was the
only Mennoni tetoliveat the comunity
founded by Eberhard and Emmy Arnol d
in 1920. Harder stayed at the Rhoen
Bruder hof of f and on bet ween 1925 and
1928. Toward the end of his life,
Har der kept a few photos on the wall
of his study of individualscritical tohis
intellectual and spiritual devel oprent.
Eber hard Arnol d was anong these; but
despite this, Harder could not quite
bring himsel f tojoin the Rhoen- Bruder
hof . 6

Eberhard and Enmy s community
devel oped an increasing awar eness of
the links between their own goals and
the doctrines of the 16th century Hut
terites. They attenpted outreachto Ger
man Mennonites, and met with a m X
ture of synpathy, adnirationand skep
ticism

Anot her reason for hesitationwas that
Rhoen- Bruder hof outreach took the
formof an urgent plea for assistance
with its desperate financial condition.
Thi's issue appears to have becone the
unfortunate focus of the relationship
between Ger man Mennonites and the
Rhoen- Bruderhof. To their credit, Ger
man Mennonites provided occasional
limted assistance to the Rhoen- Bruder
hof even when Gernman Mennonites
were thenselves under considerable
financial strain; such assistance was ex
tended even during the weeks preceding
the Gestapo's dissolution of the com
muni ty. This support was moti vat ed not
only by synpat hy-by 1937, the com
munity was mintaining itself under
near-starvation conditions-but also on
respect. There was avery real anbi va
lence in the Ger man Mennonite regard
for the Rnhoen-Bruder hof.

The Rhoen- Bruder hof then turned to
the Hutterian Brethren of North Amer
ica. Here they also met with caution;
but Eberhard was eventual |y invited to
visit the North American Hutterian
communi ties, and he was received as a
fresh voice of inspiration. Affiliation
was agreed upon by Decenber 1930.
The Rhoen- Bruder hof went about mak
ing the necessary adjustnents: sone
were easy, such as exchanging their
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Eberhard and Enmry Arnol d in 1921

folksy = youtn-novement" outfits for
the rather simlar Hitterite garb; others
were nore difficult, such as dispensing
with folk dancing and nusical instru
ment s- or Eberhard Arnold giving up
his cigars.

The Rhoen- Bruder hof and
the Third Reich

Eberhard' s initial assessment of Htler
soon proved itself accurate. Increas
ingly, Third Reich policies interfered
wi t h Rhoen- Br uder hof conmi ni ty life.
The responses of the Rhoen- Br uder hof
and Ger man Mennonites both lie ina
deepl y-hel d Ger man Protestant respect
for worldly authority. This respect is
mor e explicit inthe Lut heran tradition,
but- not without basis in German Men
noni te tradition. The Rhoen- Bruder hof
exercised this respect with an awareness
of the fundanental distance between

Hutterite doctrine and National Socialist
i deol ogy.

Thi s di stance was expressed in Rhoen
Bruder hof literature, which spoke out
against mlitarism private property,
and idolizing German "folk identity."
Distribution of such literature was
bl ocked by the Nazi regime, and the
Rhoen- Bruder hof attenpted to continue
distribution in neighboring Gernan-
| anguage countries. During the spring
and summer after Htler cameto power,
the Gestapo inspected the community
regul arly and then stormed the Br uder
hof in Novenber with 120 agents in a
fruitless search for weapons. A nonth
later, the Third Reich insisted that the
Bruderhof' s school include Nazi propa
ganda initscurriculum To circumvent
this, the community i mediately shut
tled its children off to Liechtenstein,
wher e a daughter communi ty, the Al m
Bruderhof, was established. Wth the



introduction of conscription in 1935,
draft-age men were also renoved to this
location. Advised by the Liechtenstein
government that it was not ina position
to shelter draft-age Germans indefin
itely, a second daught er communi ty, the
Cot swol d- Bruder hof, was established in
England. This was the ultimte destina
tion of menber s of the Rhoen- Br uder hof
fol lowing their expul sion in 1937.

It may seemsurprisingthat the Rhoen
Bruder hof remained in Ger many at all
after Htler came to power. This was,
in fact, an on-going question in the
community. Inthe end, they felt it i m
portant that their attenpt at a Christ-
centered conmuni ty remain. Wth this
orientation, strategies of acconmbda
tion drewthelineat principle; inafun
damental sense, the Rhoen- Bruder hof
woul d have lost its reason for being if
it had prioritized self-preservation
above preservation of principle.

CGer man Mennoni tes under the
Third Reich

The fundamental conflict between
Bruder hof doctrine and National Soci al
ist ideology clearly identified "which
side" German Hutterites were on; were
Ger man Mennonites, then, sinply on
the "ot her" side? Ger man Mennonites
wer e a less honbgeneous communi ty,
enconpassing a broader diversity of
positions on issues of faith. Any gen
eralizations on the Ger man Mennonite
response to the Third Reich nust be
qualified, since individual German Men
nonites indeed responded differently to
the rise of National Socialism But if we
vest CGerman Mennonite institutions
with the responsibility of speaking for
their constituency, a pattern of accom
modation to the Third Reich becones
apparent. This patternis clearest inthe
Ver ei ni gung.

The need for the Vereinigung to ac
conmmodat e to the Third Rei ch indicates
a distance between the German Men
nonite and National Socialist positions.
The Nazi regine placed demands on all
German institutions and forced each to
deci de where it woul d "drawthe line."
The Verei ni gung responded in a manner
simlar to mst Ger man denoni nati ons:
their pattern of accormodation oper
ated within the framework of preserv
ing institutional independence. National
Socialist goals included governnent
"co-ordination" @ eichschal tung of
all German institutions. Virtually all
Ger man churches resisted the regi ne's
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Benjamin H  Unruh in about 1930.

effortsinthis direction with consistency
and a good measure of success.

On the other hand, the record of these
same denoninations on speaking out
against Nazi racismand mlitarismis
di sturbingly weak. The Third Reich's
"respect” for the relative aut onony of
the Ger man churches was based on the
strict conditionthat they confinet hem
selves to concerns related to the "here
after," leaving the managenent of
"this life" to National Socialist | eader
ship. On the whol e, German churches
were prepared to meet this condition.
In so doing, they indeed parted with a
good neasur e of autonony. Wth thisin
mnd, the German churches' resistance
to National Socialist "co-ordination
becones difficult to evaluate: was this
"resistance” based on the content of
their faith or on an institutional "sur
vival instinct"? This is a question to
keep in mind in considering the dif
ferent responses of Ger man Mennonite
leaders to the dissolution of Rhoen
Bruder hof and the rel ationship bet ween
these responses and the eventual institu
tional response by the Vereinigung.

Benj ami n Unruh: "They want to
m suse our Mennonite nane abroad"

When Htler came to power in 1933,
Benj ami n Unr uh was at the height of his
influence withinthe international Men
nonite community. Borninthe Crimea
in 1881, Unruh receivedhis "licentiate
in theol ogy" in Church History from
the University of Basel in 1907 and then

returned to Russiato teach Ger man and
religionat the Kommerzschul e in Hai b
stadt. After the Russian Revolution,
Unruh was in the four - member "study
conmi ssi on" that visited Eur opean and
North American Mennonites in 1920 to
expl ore emigration options for Russian
Mennoni tes. Al though various confer
ences were interested in hel ping, there
was firmresistance to a cooperative,
"inter-Mennonite" effort. Yet this is
precisely what the Russian Mennonite
study commi ssi on insisted upon, and it
is their insistence that led to the f ound
ing of Mennonite Central Committeein
that year. One of Benjam n Unruh's on
going "causes" was to challenge the
barriers blocking inter-Mnnonite co
operation and communi cati on.

After the study-commission's tour,
Unruh remained in the west. He settled
in the southern Ger man city of Karls
ruhe and becane the Vertrauensmann
for thousands of Russian Mennonites
making their way out of the Soviet
Uni on. No ot her person played as cen
tral aroleintheir resettlenent. Unruh's
own gifts were especial ly wel | suited to
the tasks of dealing with officials, pro
noting cooperation, and raising the
necessary funds. Hs ready rhetorical
skills conbi ned hunor, affability, op
timsm anda "childlike" relationship
to his faith.7 He was perhaps at the
zenith of his visibility at the Second
Mennoni te Wor | d Conf erence in Dan
zi g/ Gdaiisk. The year was 1930, and
the central concern was the devastating
impact of Stalin's collectivization pro
gramon Russian Mennonites. At the
Conference, Unruh argued that the key
concern was not the inconpatible eco
nomi ¢ structure advanced by the Sovi et
Uni on, but the regime's violation of the
"historic Mennonite principle of free
domof conscience."8

Considering Unruh's life focus, a
synpat hy for National Socialismwoul d
not be surprising. In the late 1920s,
Htler began reworking his Party's
image to attract a broader electoral
base. This involved a stronger appeal
to Christian sentinent, an easing of
anti-senitic rhetoric, and an enphasis
on anti-Bolshevic slogans. Al of this
hei ght ened National Socialisms recep
tivity anong Mennoni t es.

In addition, the German Mennonite
sense of ownershipinthe Ger man peo
ple was heightened by a "nedi a event"
in 1929. That Cctober, 13,000 desti
tute Ger man peasants-"refugees" of
Stalin's rural collectivization program
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conver ged upon Mbscow. Ten thousand
of these were Russi an Mennonite. Their
plight became a "cause" of the Ger man
press and elicited a concrete response.
The Ger man gover nment desi gnat ed six
mllion marks towards their departure
for the west, with Reichspresident
H ndenburg personally contributing
200, 000 marks, and the Ger man public
sendinginonenillionmarks. For Ger
man Mennonites, this linked anti-
Bol shevism with an unprecedented
sense that the Ger man nation now stood
behi nd Mennonites. As Christian Nef f
put it,

Thi s is singular inthe history of our own

"ki ndred nation" Brudervol k that assis

tance cones to us fromthe outside. W

have always had to rely on assistance

fromwithin our brotherhood. 9

Neff sent Unruh the Basler Nach
richten article. Neff also included an
article fromthe Dut ch Mennoni t e paper,
Zondagshode, whi ch reflected consi der
abl e synpat hy for the Ger man Hutter
ites. Unruh felt that the newspaper's
reference to the Rhoen-Bruderhof as
Mennonite was the work of Dutch
Mennoni tes, who had intentionally pro
mot ed that association:

In ny estimtion, the Vereinigung shoul d

stickits neck out and present a very cl ear

explanation to officials and authorities

and before the public! They now want

to msuse our Mennonite name abroad

inthe fight against National Socialism
He went on to decry the confusion that
could result from association with
"Arnol d-ish experinents."0

Unr uh voi ced sinilar opinionsin his
response to aninquiry fromthe Ger man
Foreign Office. He describedthe Swiss
and Dutch articles as "clearly witten
wi th propagandi zi ng and agitational in
tention" and elaborated on German
Mennoni t e devotion to the fatherland.
He cited their willing sacrifice in the
Geat War, the early involvement of
many "als sehrfruehe Kaenpfer" as
very happy fighters in the National
Socialist Party, and the full integration
of Mennoni te youth into Htler organi
zations.

Unruh did qualify his positionby in
formng the Ger man Foreign Office of
his denomination's unconditional sup
port for "freedomof conscience." But
incontrast to the situation of Russian
Mennoni tes under Stalinism this was
not the "key issue" in regard to the
situation of German Hutterites under
Htlerism Instead, Ger man Mennonites
"nust guard thensel ves against those
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who think they can use our name in vain
for the transparent purpose of criticiz
i ng measur es undert aken by the Ger man
authorities.'""'

The German press enphasized the
"msrepresentation” of the Third Reich
inthe foreign press. By using this ap
proach to the Basler Nachrichten's
error, Unruh played into the hands of
the regime's propaganda strategy. The
principlethat was central to his position
on the Russi an Mennoni tes under Stalin
- freedomof consci ence-receded into
the background, and a concernfor "ac
curacy inthe foreignpress" dom nated
the foreground. But at the same tine
that he defended the Third Reich, he
al so defended the donestic reputation
of Mennonites under the Third Reich.
Qui di ng his response was not intinida
tion from without, but intinidation
fromwithin. Al though he was oblivious
to the fact, Unruh yielded to the de
mands for conformty inposed by the
totalitarian state. Prior to 1933, Unruh
woul d have been |ess anxious to press
the distinction between Ger man Men
noni tes and the Rnoen- Bruderhof. As a
Mennoni te historian, he had witten
hi ghly of Hutterian history and woul d
more likely have been amused than
angered by a confusion of the two. But
the National Socialist preoccupation
with who was "inside" and who was
"out si de" the Vol ksgenei nschaft put a
new twist on the distinction between
Mennoni tes and Hitterites. The newna
tional ideology had channel ed Unruh's
response. Unruh was arguabl y respond-

ing froma position of intimdation. In
defending the Third Reich against
foreign nisrepresentation, he also ef
fectively def ended the domestic reputa
tion of Mennonites under the Third
Rei ch.

Emi | Haendi ges: "There are
little flags that rise up

to show us where a priceless
treasure has sunken"

As influential as Unruh was, the
response to the Basl er Nachri chten was
to come fromthe chair of the Verein
igung, Em| Haendiges. Born in 1881
in Wor ms, Haendi ges was raised in a
Baptist household. In accord with his
father's wishes, he initially pursued a
career in business, but found this un
fulfilling. At the encouragement of his
nother's family-who were Palatine
Mennoni t e-he entered the ninistry.
Haendi ges conpl eted his theol ogical
studies in 1912, and began as secretary
and travelling pastor for the Conference
of South Ger man Mennonites, an asso
ciation of congregations founded at the
urging of Christian Neff and reaching
fromthe French Alsace in the west
through the Palatinate and Baden to
Bavariainthe east. In 1918, Haendi ges
accepted the position at the | ber shei m
Eppst ei n- Ludwi gshaf en congregati on,
not far fromhis homet own. In 1923, he
respondedtoa call fromthe El bing con
gregation, which moved hi mfromthe
"Swi ss Mennoni te" base of the Rhein
l'and/ Pal atinate to the "Dut ch Mennon
ite" base of West Prussia today part
of Poland. He remainedin El bing until
the end of World War Il

Thi s new | ocation exposed Haendi ges
to one of the nost deeply resented con
sequences of the Versailles Treaty. The
treaty had been i mposed upon Ger many
at the close of orld War | and was a
target of all conservative Ger man press
and political parties. In fostering this
resentment, they pronoted the national
mood that ledto Htler's electoral gains
inthe late 1920s and early 1930s. Quite
by chance, the treaty's territorial
changes had hit German Mennonites
particularly hard: one out of three Ger
man Mennonites suddenly found that
their citizenship had changed. Congre
gations that were formerly united under
the Ger man Enpire now found t hem
selves in either the Wi mar Republic,
France, the Free City of Danzig, or a
resurrected Poland. The situation was
most troubling in Haendi ges' new home
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of \West Prussia, where the Mennonite
popul ation was divided between three
different political entities. When Haen
di ges accepted editorship of the Verein
i gung ‘s monthl'y, Mennonitische Bl aet
ter, in 1927, he used his opening
editorial to voicehis own resentment at
the divisive inpact of the Versailles
Treaty on German Mennonite fellow
ship and communication.'2 He was
hardly alone in these sentinents.

This situation increased Mennonite
vul nerability to National Socialist rhet
oric. Htler combi ned resentnent over
the Worl d War | settlenent with anti-
Slavic raci smnodul ating his enphasi s
in accord with his audience-by de
manding the extension of German
Lebensraumliving space in the east.
Htler's own ains involved nore than
a restoration of the German Enpire's
former borders, but he was selective
with how he phrased his aim. Hs
audi ences, in turn, were selective in
focusing in on what they wanted to
hear. On the surface of things, Men
noni t es probabl y woul d have endor sed
only a conservative rendering of Hit
ler's foreign policy goals, but at a
deeper and less aware |evel many also
wel coned the hope, and perhaps even
the “thrill," offered by Htler's
fanatical mlitancy. And when Htler
finally didinvade Pol and in Sept enber
1939, there was nilitancy in Haendi ges'
tone:

Qur Ger mman ethnic communi ties Va/ ks
gruppen suffered unspeakable diffi

culties under the Polish yoke during
twenty years of foreigndonnation. The
worst at the very end. Then God, our
Lord, hel ped themthrough the hand of
our Fuehrer and set t hemfree. W& thank

our Fuehrer for his feat of liberation!'3

Haendi ges was anong those Ger man
Mennoni t es who had fallen, toa signifi
cant degree, under the sway of Nazisms
appeal, and a nunber of his editorials
coul d attest to this opinion. Curiously,
this did not guide his response to the
di ssol ution of the Bruderhof. Instead,
he was the Ger man Mennonite |eader
most resistant to “clarifying" the
Basl er Nachrichten's error:

It isinfinitely difficult for me to release
sonet hi ng to the public al ong these lines
because in spite of everything, this has
todo with agroup of our own Mennonite
i neage. It is beyond e that " Ger
man Mennoni t es” nowback away from
these "Brothers in Need," that no one
wants to risk his name in this context,
and then identify it as "the place of the
Chair of the Vereinigung" to draw the
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line here out of the fear of what could
happen. Wth al their shortcom
ings, the brothers are suffering for aprin
ciple for whichour forefathers also suf

fered, but which we have renounced.

"There are little flags that rise up from
the surface of the ocean to showus where
a priceless treasure has sunken."4

Haendi ges' position was significantly
shaped by his talks with Emmy Arnold
at the 1936 Mennonite Worl d Confer
ence in Amst erdam As was character
istic of German Mennonite |eaders,
Haendi ges was very "peopl e oriented,"
and Enmry Arnol d' s warnt h, piety, and
profound commi t ment made a strong
i npressi on. W dowed in 1935, she and
fel | ow Rhoen- Br uder hof menber s had
been living under conditions of extrene
poverty. Ironically, it was the founder
of Mennonite Worl d Conference, Chris
tian Neff, who woul d di ssuade Haen
diges fromhis position of solidarity.

Christian Neff:
"In the Pursuit of Truth"

Bornin 1863, Christian Neff becanme
one inalong line of Palatine Mennonite
mnisters in his fanily. By 1937 he
cel ebrated his fiftieth year as pastor of
the Wi er hof congregationwithastrik
ing list of church acconplishments to
his name. Addressed as "Vater Neff,"
he enjoyed a remarkably uniformre
spect anmong divergent German Men
nonite circles.

Neff's background night well have
led to an affinity for Ger man national
ism He possessed vivid childhood

menori es of the Franco- Prussi an Wr,
and recalled his excitement at seeing
W hel ml, the German Enpire's first
Kai ser, at the Ludwi gshafen train sta
tion. While a student inBerlin, he en
thusiastically attended Heinrich von
Treitschke's lectures on Germany.
Treitschke is credited with helping to
fan Ger man nationalism Neff was also
deeply inmpressed when he heard Bi s
mar ck address the Reichstag. He de
scribed it as "an historically significant
monment of my life."5 During Neffs
chi I dhood years, Bi smarck waged three
successful wars, whichledtothe found
ing of the German Enpire in 1871

Wil e all of this had a lasting i mpact
on the boy's imagination, the grown
man's witings were not significantly
swayed by nationalism H's style ap
pealed nore to reflection than senti
ment. Lacking Unruh's speaking skills,
Nef f conpensat ed by carefully conpos
ing al his sernons and addresses in ad
vance; the result was a nore finely
reasoned presentation, "a crystalline
clarity, an austere structure, altoget her
a linguistic mastery."6 Hs focus re
mai ned squarely on the wel fare of the
Mennoni t e conmuni ty, and he was not
wont to confuse matters of faithwiththe
fate of the Ger man Vol k community, as
many other Ger man Mennonite witers
of the period did.

In founding Mennonite World Con
ference, Neff conbined two of his
prime interests: fostering international
contact anong Mennoni tes, and pr onot
ing Mennonite history. At Neff'sinitia
tive, the first Mennonite Worl d Con
ference took place in Zurich on January
25, 1925, to conmenorate the 400th
anni versary of the first adult baptism
He remained convenor of Mennonite

Worl d Conference until his death in
1946.
As convenor, Neff denonstrated a

respect for Mennonites with doctrinal
positions different fromhis own. An ex
anple of this was nonresistance. In
preparing for the Third Mennonite
Wr | d Conf erence of 1936, Dutch and
Anerican Mennoni te | eaders felt it i m
perative that the peace issue be raised.
One reason for this was anxiety over the
i npact of Nazism s nilitarismin Ger
many: Mennonitische Blaetter had pub
lished sufficient content synpathetic to
the new regime to raise eyebrows
abroad. But the question remained as to
whet her attention to the peace issue
woul d be self-defeating. Neff under
stood the integral position of nonresis
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tance inthe faith of many foreign Men
nonites and woul d not questionthe rais
ing of an issue close to the heart of an
inportant part of the "brotherhood."

Thi's perspective was apparent!y not
shared by nost Ger man Mennonites.
They had largely distanced t hensel ves
from nonresi stance over the course of
the 19th century, although congrega
tions still supported the minority who
served as non- conbat ants in Vor | d War
|. But when Htler beCame chancel | or,
various church organs were quick to
drawa line bet ween Ger man Mennon
ites and nonresistance. Strongly for
mul ated statements enphasized that
Ger man Mennonites woul d no | onger
request "special privileges" relatedto
mlitary service. Although these state
nents said that the final decision re
mained a matter of individual con
sci ence, they made it clear that church
support woul d stop where conflict with
government policy began. These state
ments appeared with an unwarranted
urgency, since conscription was not
introduced for another two years.

Anmong the few def endi ng those with
nonresi stant principles inMennonitische
Blaetter was Christian Neff:

| only want to say this: | affirmnilitary
Servi ce. But | re?ret that thereis so
little understandi ng left in our circles for
the question of nonresistance. Even
though we have given up the strict prin
ciple of nonresistance we shoul d
nonet hel ess stand up for those who
reject bearing arns and reject war based
on a crisis of conscience.

Despite Neff's openness and readi
ness to broach the peace issue at the
1936 Worl d Conference, he was |ess
open to the attendance of Rnhoen
Br uder hof menbers at that same Wrl d
Conference. He wrotetoa Dutch Men
noni te pastor that there had been "ab
solutely no mention" of inviting the
Rhoen- Bruder hof at thejoint prepara
tory neetings, and that if there had
been, he woul d have certainly voiced
his reservations, "although it goes
wi thout saying that that woul d have not
been along the lines of an outright
objection."8 But he here conjectured
inretrospect. Itisdifficult todetermne
whet her this woul d have been his
opinion prior to Wrld Conference or
whet her it reflected his consternation at
the consequence of Emi | Haendi ges' en
counter with Enmmy Arnol d.

Neff responded to Haendiges' mis
givings i mediately:
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Just bet ween you and me, Brother Haen
diges, | woul'd like to say that | do not
share your enpti on- based perspective on
this mtter. This is sinply a mtter of
setting the facts straight, which seems
necessary sinply inthe Eursuit of truth;...
As always, our synpathies are with the
brothers [of the Bruderhof]. But we

deci ded against a connection with them

on principle.'9
In apparent acqui escence, Haendi ges
wrot e the Basl er Nachrichten. Respond
ingtothearticle's small headline, ™Ex
pul si on of Mennoni tes fromGer many, "
he enphasized that "no Mennonites
have been expelled from Germany. "
But was the central concern here "clari
fication," or what seemed to engage the
bul k of Haendi ges' letter: a distancing
fromprinciples that woul d inpair the
domestic reputation of German Men
noni t es?

The sane question surfaced in the
article Neff prepared for Mennonite
periodicals. Entitled " A Necessary
Correction," Neff'sinitial draft began
by presenting the foreign press's inac
curate use of "Mennonite," and then
went on to stress the distinctions be
tween Ger man Mennoni tes and Ger man
Hutterites:

Particularly this point-the rejection of
mlitary service-identifies asignificant
difference, even contrast between the
nenber s of the Bruderhof and Ger man
Mennoni tes of today.

\\é have a hi gh est eemof the member s
of the Bruderhof and their upstanding,
genui ne Chri stian convictions, but reject
-along with their position on mlitary
service-their religiously based com
muni st institution,

Before Neff's article was published, he
revised the last sentence, substituting
"life in common" for "communist."
This initial word choi ce used National
Socialist vocabul ary to describe a Hut
teriteprinciple, perhaps signaling where
Neff's concern was in fact directed.
Al though entitled "a necessary correc
tion," the effect of Neff's article was
a distancing of German Mennonites
fromprinciples or ideol ogies that were
taboo under the Third Reich.

This had been a part of Unruh's
original agenda, which was then
countered by Haendiges' “"call for
solidarity." On the surface, Neff
seened to be striking a m ddl e ground
of sorts. Instressing "the pursuit of the
truth," Neff had sliifted the focus by
alluding to a historic Mennonite prin
ciple: that "our “aye' be an aye and our
‘nay’ be a nay" Matthew5:;37. The
principle of rejecting the oath pronpted

a comm tnent to an unconprom sed
honesty, and this conmitment proved
mor e durabl e among Ger man Mennon
ites than the principle of nonresistance.
When Htler revived conscription in
1935, considerabl e efforts were made
to secure for Mennonite youth the op
tion of "pledging" rather than "swear
ing" their loyalty to the Fuehrer.2°

Nef f coul d have stressed or incor por
ated other principles, suchas "freedom
of conscience," but Unruh had al ready
nmodel ed a selective enphasis on this
principle, lending it "center stage" in
reference to Russi an Mennoni t es under
Stalin, but shifting it toward the back
ground inreferenceto Ger man Hutter
ites under Htler. The positioning of the
principle appears gauged by just how
sel f-evident the "brotherhood" of the
targeted popul ation mi ght be. It receded
with the Rhoen- Bruderhof and di sap
peared even fromthe background wi th
the frequent and concurrent sentencing
of Jehovah's Wtnesses to concentration
canps for rejectionof mlitary service.
Nor did Mennonites raise the freedom
of conscience issue in regard to the
grow ng nunber of regulations, direc
tives, and prohibitions placed upon the
Jew sh popul ati on.

Nei t her Haendi ges, Unruh, nor Neff
deni ed or conceal ed their admirationfor
the piety and commi tment of Rhoen
Bruder hof menbers. At the sane tine,
they did not explicitly object to the
Gestapo action which dissolved that
comuni ty. They settled for "clarify
ing" the situation, allow ng "honesty"
tooutrank "solidarity," and ultimtely
effecting Unruh's original agenda: an
explicit distancing of Ger man Mennon
ites fromthe Rhoen- Bruder hof .

When principle col ludes with
accommodat i on: the dynami cs
gui ding policy creation

Nef f was so focused on the principle
of "clarification" that he lost sight of
the role he was playing. It was as if he
were "playingintothe hands" of anin
sidious institutional dynamic withinthe
church structure gui ding policy toward
institutional self-preservation. This
dynani ¢ general |y characterizes human
institutions. In the case of the Rhoen
Bruderhof, "self-preservation" was
outranked by principle, because the
principles they woul d have had to aban
don to survive woul d have destroyed
their reason for existence. And when
the Rhoen-Bruderhof was then dis
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sol ved, Neff believed he was acting in
accord with the principle of "uncom
proni sed honesty," but what in effect
occurred was a selective reliance on
principle which then legitimzed a
policy that served institutional and com
muni ty self-preservation.

Perhaps the nost disturbing aspect
here is how |eadership remained un
awar e of the dynamics at play. These
wer e masked by the relative conpl exity
of Ger man Mennoni te church |eaders'
initial response. They did not respond
like robots, reacting reflexively to the
whi s of the totalitarian state; instead,
they chal | enged each other in an appar
ently open exchange of opinion. There
was a least some potential for the
policyto have takenonadifferent form
But it didnot. The institutional position
whi ch energed fell inlinewith the pat
tern of institutional accommmdat i on that
was seekingto "findaplace" for Ger
man Mennonites within the context of
the Third Reich. The fact that a poten
tial for irregularity existed hel ped to
maintain the illusion that they were
responding "freely" and on the basis
of principle and over shadowed the role
played by 1 intimdation by the state
and 2 fundanental dynam cs of insti
tutional self-preservation.

There is al ways a line whi ch cannot
be crossed, i.e., where acconmodat i on
woul d undercut the institution's very
reason for being. For the Rhoen
Bruder hof, nonresistance, community
of goods, and adoption of Nazi cul tural
forms, suchasthe "Heil Htler!" greet
ing, constituted such lines, while for
Ger man Mennoni t es and nost Ger man
churches the nost critical line was
resisting government coordination and
maintaining institutional autonony.
Unfortunately, the line drawn by Men
noni tes fuel ed the dynam cs guidingin
stitutional self-preservation, thus falling
inline with the mndset guiding the
Ver ei ni gung' s response to the di ssolu
tion of the Rhoen- Bruderhof. One of the
"blinders" on the agenda seeking insti
tutional aut onomy was concessions made
in preserving the formof autonony.

There is nothing surprising in reli
ance on tradition in pursuing institu
tional self-preservation. Doctrine and
tradition are part of the institutional
structure, and either might be enpl oyed
-sel ectivel y-todefendthe overall in
stitution. As a result of a selective
reliance on tradition, certain principles
becone enphasi zed while others are
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suppressed or tade into the background.
This dynanmic of response continued
during the escalation of the Rhoen
Bruder hof controversy. Dutch Mennon
ites accused Ger man Mennonites of in
deed neglecting the principle of "free
domof conscience," and of failingto
demonstrate sufficient solidarity witha
sister denomination. At this point, col
lusion with the Gestapo deepened. The
Third Reich chose to distance itself
from the nore convoluted issue of
religious principle, suppressing the
Gestapo' s primary notive and pr onot
ing an entirely different basis for the
Rhoen-Bruderhof's dissolution: the
Hitterites were accused of gross finan
cia msmanagenent, for which the
governnent seized the community's
property inthe interest of its creditors.
Cerman Mennonites contradicted the
Rhoen- Bruder hof's own account and
aligned with the regime's position: the
stigma associated with poor manage
ment joined with Mennonite steward
ship nornms to provide a legitinizing
basis for the Gestapo' s account.2' Inthis
manner, a selective reliance on religious
tradition placed a legitinizing stanp on
church policies which either ignored,
sidestepped, or even colluded with
Third Reich policy.

How to forgive and not forget?

W\é can anal yze the context sufficient
|y to under stand why the Ger man Men
nonite |eaders took the positions they
did. But isthis sufficient? Recent con
troversy among German historians of
the Third Reich has challenged the
enpat heti ¢ approach of "historicism"
i.e., of understanding a historic period
by promoting "identification" with
those living during that period. In
under st andi ng Ger man social life under
the Third Reich, afocus on "identifica
tion" and "enpat hy" tends to shift the
conpel I'ing noral issues raised by Nazi
crimes into the background. In denoni
national history, thehistoricist enphasis
can result in apolegetics rather than
reflection, self-justificationrather than
sel f-exani nati on.

At the same tine, the attention placed
here on "individual" Ger man Mennon
ites under the Third Reich also draws
attentionto one aspect of the "broken
ness" characterizingour attitude t oward
CGerman Mennonites after the war.
Christian Neff was |ess touched by this,
since he did not live to experience the

post-war era; in addition, his response
to the dissol ution of the Rhoen- Bruder
hof is more of an abberation froma
critical distance that was stronger than
that evidenced by most other Ger man
Mennoni te leaders. Enil Haendiges'

call for solidarity was also an aberra
tion, at the Fourth Mennonite World
Conference in 1948, he publicly re
pented his uncritical response to Naz
ism forthrightly "prostrating" hinself
before the gathering ina manner sel dom
denonstrated by those in positions of
institutional authority. In this he
presented a model to emulate. OF the
three men, perhaps the heaviest cloud
woul d remain over Benjanin Unruh,

and here the failure of the international

Mennoni te conmuni ty is clarified we
have failed to make a place for a man
whose contribution has been enor nous,

because he "allied" hinself with a
movenent that has captured the 20th
century immgination as the incarnation
of evil. And there was indeed a basis
for Nazi smhavi ng caught our i magi na
tion in that manner.

Many stood by Unruh, for both good
and bad reasons. For those of us with
a more critical perspective, it is not
sinply a question of whether or not to
"stand by" such an individual, but
neither do we have a coherent alterna
tive. Perhaps it refers to afundamental
tension that has no clear resolution. As
al ways, we are called to forgive, and
forgive we nmust as a part of our own
declaration of faith; but it is with equal
convictionthat we dare not forget. Have
we really | earned howto do both at the
sane tine?
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