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History and Diversity of MBs 
(cont’d from p. 2) 

Therefore, although MBs were closely 
allied with evangelicals during the 
twentieth century, they also worked with 
fellow Mennonite churches and organiza-
tions and continued to affirm their Ana-
baptist identity. The latest MB Confession 
of Faith is strongly Anabaptist in 
affirming a commitment to discipleship, 
peace, and reconciliation. MBs have given 
strong support to MCC, MDS, MWC, as 
well as other social welfare agencies. 

Several Mennonite schools have 
become interdenominational, with support 
and sponsorship by several Mennonite 
denominations. While some MB churches 
have deleted a reference to “Mennonite” 
in their official name or have virtually 
hidden their MB identity, voices calling 
for a movement away from a general 
Mennonite identity have not taken a 
strong hold. 

Globally, Mennonite Brethren have a 
strong presence in many countries, 
especially in India, Africa, Paraguay, and 
Germany.  Mennonite Brethren are the 
only major Mennonite denomination that 
has a strong global organization tying the 
various conferences together. The 
International Community of Mennonite 
Brethren (ICOMB) was established in 
1990. The character of the respective 
groups that constitute this global reality 
has developed in various ways, depending 
on a number of factors. Pioneer 
missionaries often put a distinctive stamp 
on the nature of the emerging church. 
Often the distinctive Anabaptist beliefs 
were considered secondary and were not 
emphasized. Hence the church developed 
with little awareness of these issues. 
Another factor was the context in which 
the church emerged. Primitive groups in 
Panama, Paraguay, or Africa dealt with 
very different issues than those in places 
other times to more emphasis on 
development, education and on a more 
holistic Anabaptist understanding of the 
church. In recent times the churches in 
countries such as Colombia have 
discovered or become more aware of their 
like Japan or Germany. Still another 
factor was the self-understanding of the 
mission board and administration at 
particular times in history, which 
sometimes led to more emphasis on 
evangelism and church planting and 
atAnabaptist heritage and applied it to 
situations of political and social unrest 
and poverty. They have seen the  

limitations of some of the mission efforts 
of non-Mennonite organizations and the 
implications of using North American 
church models in very different 
environments. The overall result is that 
diversity appears to be increasing and that 
there is a greater need than ever for 
dialogue to arrive at a better 
understanding of what it means to be 
faithful in different contexts. 
Endnotes 
1.The best example of a denomination that has 
experienced an identity crisis which led to a 
change of name and abandonment of the 
Anabaptist heritage was the Evangelical 
Mennonite Brethren denomination, now 
known as the Fellowship of Evangelical Bible 
Churches. See Calvin Redekop, From 
Evangelical Mennonite Brethren to Fellowship 
of Evangelical Bible Churches. (Scottsdale, 
PA: Herald Press, 1998). 
2. Issues of Preservings have carried on a long 
debate about Mennonite Brethren and their 
pietist heritage, starting with the founding 
editor, Delbert Plett, and continuing with the 
current editors. 
3. See Abe J. Dueck, Moving Beyond 
Secession: Defining Russian Mennonite 
Brethren Mission and Identity, 1872-1922. 
(Winnipeg, MB: Kindred, 1997), 117. 

Dr. Abe Dueck, Winnipeg is the Interim 
Executive Secretary of the MB Historical 
Commission, and former CMBS director. 

Book Notes
by Peter Letkemann

ince their arrival in Germany from the 
1970s onward, dozens of Mennonite 

Umsiedler - both men and women – have 
undertaken to write and publish memoirs 
of their often life in the Soviet Union. 
Among the earliest published accounts 
were those of Johann Toews 
(Erinnerungen, n.d.), Peter Epp (Ob 
tausend fallen, Weichs: Memra Verlag, 
1988), Georg Hildebrandt (Wieso lebst du 
noch? Stuttgart: Bernhard Abend Verlag, 
1990), Dr. Heinrich Klassen (Weg von der 
Scholle, Koblenz, 1996), Walter Dürksen 
(Die Lebensgeschichte der Familie 
Dürksen, Paderborn, 1998) and Aron 
Warkentin (Ein Leben aus Gottes Gnade, 
Lage: Logos, 1999). For every published 
account there may be as many as ten or a 
dozen unpublished accounts that I have 
located in various archives and personal 
collections. 

For this book note report I would like to 
highlight a selection of memoirs 
published since the year 2000. 

As with the earlier publications, most of 
these memoirs appeared as self-published 
books (Selbstverlag), with little or no 
professional editing or layout and no 
scholarly apparatus (footnotes, 

S

ICOMB in Kinshasa, Congo June 2007: (l-r): Oscar Peralta (Paraguay Spanish), Ray 
Harms-Wiebe (MBMSI), Agustin Membora (Panama), Randy Friesen (MBMSI), Sequeiro 
Luzembo (Angola), Hisashi Hattori (Japan), Lloyd Letkeman (MBMSI), Theodore Unruh 
(Paraguay German), Jose Prada (Peru), Jose Arrais Velez (Portugal), Ernesto Wiens 
(Brazil and ICOMB Chair), Victor Wall (General Secretary), Cesar Garcia (Colombia), 
David Wiebe, Nettie Janzen (MBMSI) Photo credit: David Wiebe
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bibliography, etc.). Yet all of these 
memoirs are of great value to scholars, 
since together they provide an intimate 
and accurate insight in the history of the 
Mennonite experience in the Soviet 
Union. 
(1) Johann Epp, Und nun, Herr Doktor, 

Lage: Logos Verlag, 2000. Johann 
Jakob Epp was born in the village of 
Ivanovka (Epp-Chutor) in the Omsk 
Settlement on 14 October 1920. From 
1939 to 1949 he studied medicine in 
Omsk. His studies were interrupted in 
1941 when he was arrested and spent 5 
years in various GULag labour camps. 
After his release in 1946 he completed 
his medical training and worked as a 
doctor in various Siberian communities 
until emigrating to Germany in 1983. 

(2) Peter Janzen, Meine Erinnerungen, 
Lebensbericht eines Russlanddeutschen. 
Münster: Agenda Verlag, 2002. Peter 
Janzen was born on 18 January 1915 in 
Mikhailovka (Memrik Settlement). He 
was arrested in December 1937 and 
spent 10 years in various labour camps. 
After his release he settled in Timirtau 
(near Karaganda), where he became a 
band director until his retirement in 
1983. The family emigrated to Germany 
in 1994. 

(3) Heinrich Mantler, Flucht in die Falle. 
Schicksale junger Volksdeutscher in der 
Sowjetunion während des 2. 
Weltkrieges. Erlebnisbericht eines 
Überlebenden. Bielefeld, 2002. 
Heinrich Mantler was born and raised in 
the Mennonite village Zentral 
(Voronezh District) in Central Russia. 
In the fall of 1941 the village residents 
were all deported to eastern Kazakhstan. 
From here Heinrich was conscripted 
into the Trudarmia (Forced Labour 
Army). The book tells the gripping 
account of his life in the labour camps 
and his attempted escape in 1943.  

  Three years later, Heinrich Mantler 
published the story of his mother’s 
family: Familie Rempel, Eine 
Familienchronik. Bielefeld, 2005. It 
tells the story of the 13 children of the 
Aron Rempel family. The best known 
member of this family was the eldest 
son, Aeltester Jakob Aron Rempel 
(1883-1941). Mantler focuses especially 
on the life of his mother, Helena 
Rempel, who trained as a mid-wife in 
Riga, and later moved to the Mennonite 
village Zentral, where she met and 
married Lehrer Abram Mantler. 

  Late last year (2009), Heinrich 
Mantler published a third book: Fahrt 

ins Ungewisse, Erlebnisbericht eines 
Russlanddeutschen (1934-1941), 
Bielefeld: Selbstverlag, 2009, which 
tells his own life story from 1934 until 
the deportation from Zentral in 1941. 

(4) Rudolf Penner, Der Heimat beraubt. 
Die Mennoniten in der Ukraine 
während der Wirren am Anfang des 20. 
Jahrhunderts. Rudolf Peter Penner was 
the grandson of the well-known teacher 
Peter Penner of the Zentralschule in 
Chortitza. Rudolf was born on 9 June 
1927 in Jakovlevo (northwest of 
Chortitza on the left bank of the Dnepr 
River). His memoirs begin with the 
story of the Penner – Epp – Klassen – 
Koop family in the first two decades of 
the 20th century. The bulk of the book 
relates his life in Chortitza in the 1930s, 
the Trek to Germany in 1943, his 
experiences during the war and his 
capture and eventual betrayal by British 
soldiers, who handed him over to Soviet 
authorities in 1945. 

  In his second book, Im Banne der 
Taiga. Das Leben eines Verbannten in 
den Wäldern Sibiriens. Frankfurt: 
Fouqué Literaturverlag, 2002, Rudolf 
Penner relates his experiences in 
Siberian exile in the 1950s. 

(5) Abraham Dück, Das Leben zu 
bestehen ist mehr als übers Feld zu 
gehen – Erinnerungen eines Russland-
deutschen, Neustadt: Verlag Dr. 
Faustus, 2005. Abraham Dück was born 
in Sparrau (Molochna) in 1921. Part 
One of his 3-part memoir tells the story 
of life in Sparrau and Hierschau in the 
1920s and early 1930s; the arrest and 
execution of his father Abram Johann 
Dück; and the flight of their 
“dekulakized” family to Kasbek in the 
Caucasus in 1932. Part Two details 
Abraham`s difficult years of service in 
the Red Army, then in the Trudarmia; 
his arrest in 1941 and exile, first to 
Siblag in Mariinsk (Siberia) and later to 
Kolyma; and his eventual release in 
1956. Part III relates his life as a “`free” 
man, first in Magadan, then in 
Schachtinsk (near Karaganda), finally in 
Tokmak (Kirgizien), and then the 
emigration to Germany in 1989. 

(6) Abram Teichrib, Der Weg zur Heimat. 
Erinnerungen meiner Mutter. Detmold, 
2005. This book contains the moving 
memoirs of his mother Elisabeth Pätkau 
Teichrib (1915-1997). She was born in 
the village Kamenka (Orenburg) – 
daughter of David and Maria Pätkau. 
Her father was arrested in 1929 and the 
family was exiled from the village in 

1933. Elisabeth married Abram Teichrib 
in October 1933 and returned to 
Susanovka (Orenburg), where Abram 
worked as a teacher. Their married life 
lasted only 3 years and 4 months – on 2 
February 1937 Abram was arrested and 
never heard from again [now we know 
that up to 95% of Mennonites arrested 
in the Orenburg Region in 1937-1938 
were shot within 6 weeks of their arrest; 
Abram was probably among these]. 
Elisabeth went to live with her in-laws 
in the Molochna Settlement in 1938; 
experienced the German occupation, the 
Trek to Germany in 1943 and 
“repatriation” to Siberia in 1945. She 
and her children eventually moved back 
to Kamenka (Orenburg), where they 
lived until their emigration to Germany 
in 1989. Elisabeth died in Lage in 1997. 

(7) Waldemar A. Giesbrecht, Einblicke. 
Einsichten und Erkennsnisse einer 
russlanddeutschen Familie im Kampf 
ums Überleben – 1925 bis 1956.
Regensburg: Waldemar Giesbrecht, 
2007. Giesbrecht, a civil engineer by 
training, relates the story of his youth in 
Lesnoje (Slavgorod Settlement, Siberia), 
Engels (Volga Republic), and later in 
Poltavka (Kirghizia); his conscription 
into the Trudarmia and exile to labour 
camps in Cheliabinsk in 1942, followed 
by several years (1946-1948) in the 
construction of the Soviet Union’s first 
nuclear facility in Osorsk. Following the 
move to Glasov (Udmurt ASSR) and 
later Kirghizia, Giesbrecht’s account 
ends in 1956, when German 
“Sondersiedler” (special settlers) were 
finally released from the conditions of 
the Kommendatura. 

(8) Last summer, Walter Wiebe of 
Petershagen (Berlin) gave me a copy of 
Hans Janzen, Erinnerungen von Hans 
Janzen (1923-2008). Petershagen (bei 
Berlin): Walter Wiebe, 2009. Hans 
Janzen was the grandson of the well-
known Mennonite teacher in the Ohrloff 
Zentralschule, Johannes Heinrich 
Janzen (brother to Aeltester Jakob H. 
Janzen; author of Das Märchen vom 
Weihnachtsmann, CMBC Publications, 
1975; edited by his grand-nephew 
Waldemar Janzen). Hans’ father, Johann 
Johann Janzen (1893-1967) was also a 
teacher, writer and painter.  

Peter Letkemann, historian, author and 
organist lives in Winnipeg. He is the 
author of The Ben Horch Story (2007) 
and has done extensive research on the 
Soviet period of Mennonite History. 
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Letter to the editor 
Dear Friends, 

Please renew my subscription  for 
another two years. 

I always rejoice when the Mennonite 
Historian arrives at my home, and that I 
can still read it without my eyeglasses, 
considering that I am over 90 years old. 
Praise and thanks be to God. 

I am the last survivor of my Janzen 
family of nine siblings and only last year 
did I discover while reading Helmut T. 
Huebert’s Mennonite Estates in Imperial 
Russia that my great grandfather 
established the Petersdorf Estate, that 
another five related Peters families live 
there, and that Peter Neustädters lived 
there as well. 

My maternal grandmother  was Anna 
Peters, daughter of Daniel Daniel Peters 
(1794-1879)…  
With heart-felt greetings,   
Maria Naeser  
[German letter dated 10 Nov 2009, 
translated by Alf Redekopp] 

MHSC Award of Excellence 

he Mennonite Historical Society of 
Canada was pleased to present its 

2010 Award of Excellence to Lorraine 
Roth for her life-long advancement of 
Canadian Mennonite History as a metic-
ulous researcher, careful historian, and 
consummate genealogist of the European 
Amish Mennonite families who settled in 
Canada beginning in the 1820s. The 
announcement was made 23 January 2010 
in Steinbach, Manitoba at its AGM. 

MHSC president Sam Steiner presenting 
the certificate to Lorraine Roth. 

Book Notes  

By Adolf Ens 

olume 45 of the Studies in 
Anabaptist and Mennonite History

series is Theron F. Schlabach’s biography 
of a key member of the “Bender school” 
of Mennonite-Anabaptist studies. War, 
Peace and Social Conscience: Guy F. 
Hershberger and Mennonite Ethics
(Scottdale: Herald Press, 2009) at 723 
pages is a hefty book. But Schlabach, 
editor of the 4-volume The Mennonite 
Experience in America series, is a 
meticulous historian who writes with 
clarity and an engaging style. And subject 
is fascinating and important. 
Hershberger’s writings (War, Peace and 
Nonresistance [1944] and The Way of the 
Cross in Human Relations [1958]) 
became a basis for American Mennonite 
ethics for a generation. As a member of 
(Old) Mennonite Committee on Industrial 
Relations and its successors, Hershberger 
was at the centre of shaping how 
Mennonites relate to the larger society in 
a manner consistent with its basic 
nonresistant stance. 

Many Canadians who visited Paraguay 
last year for Assembly 15 of Mennonite 
World Conference probably visited Km 
81 as part of their itinerary. The 50th

anniversary of the Mennonite hospital 
published in German in 2001, is now 
available in English. Gerhard Ratzlaff, 
Mennonite Hospital Km 81: Love Active 
in Deed. Translated by Cornelius J. Dyck 
(Filadelfia, Paraguay: Asociación 
Evangélica Mennonita del Paraguay, 
2009) is an attractive booklet (123 pages) 
telling the story of this ministry to 
sufferers from Hansen’s Disease 
(leprosy). 

The Schoenbrunn Chronicles: 75 Years 
in the Paraguayan Chaco  compiled by 
Agnes Balzer and Lieselotte Dueck / 
translated by Henry and Esther Regehr 
(Waterloo, ON: Sweetwater Books, 2009) 
363 pages was commissioned by the 
village of Schoenbrunn, No. 8, Fernheim 
Colony, Paraguay, in May  2005.  It 
contains the stories, both humorous and 
tragic experiences, of the multi-faceted 
life of the Dutch-German refugees from 
Russia who arrived in the “green hell” of 
western Paraguay in 1930. 

From Kronsthal to Kelowna: The David 
A. Schellenberg Family, 1894–1994, 
edited by Peter A. Penner (Kelowna: 
David and Erwin Schellenberg, 2009), is a  

slim (95-page) booklet combining 
David’s translated memoir of the family’s 
life in Ostervick, Russia (to 1912) and 
material about the Canadian years 
gathered by the editor. Saskatchewan 
readers may recognize the Schellenberg-
Shelly family from its business venture, 
the OK Economy Grocery chain. Some 
genealogical tables and numerous photos 
make this an informative and interesting 
family history (see p. 3 for more details). 

Lydia (Suderman) Deer, A Difficult 
Journey: Memories of Soviet Russia
(Edmonton: Victor P. Suderman, 2009) is 
a moving first person account of the 
author’s experiences during and after the 
Stalinist period. Born in the early 1930s, 
the author survived the terror of the 
Stalinist purges, World War II, including 
the German “liberation” of her area, the 
trek to Poland in 1943, forcible 
“repatriation” to Kazakhstan in 1945 
(taking some 40 – 50 days by train), the 
anxiety of not knowing where father and 
brothers were. In 1989 she and her family 
were able to move to Germany. The faith 
of Lydia’s mother sustained her family 
through many horrific experiences. A 
partial genealogy and some photos 
enhance the account.  

Von der Autonomiegründung zur 
Verbannung und Entrechtung. Die Jahre 
1918 und 1941 bis 1948 in der Geschichte 
der Deutschen in Russland is a 
Sonderband in the series “Heimatbücher 
der Landmannschaft der Deutschen in 
Russland.” Published in Stuttgart 2008 by 
Alfred Eisfeld with editorial work by 
Hans Kampen, this volume (287 pages) 
has a number of articles of special interest 
to Mennonites. In section I (1918) these 
include two chapters on the self-defense 
units (Selbstschutz) among Mennonites 
and other Germans, as well as Peter 
Wiebe’s account of the German colonies 
in Siberia. Section II deals with exile and 
stripping of rights, forced labour, special 
settlements, etc. during 1941-1948. In part 
III Johann Kampen’s personal account of 
the final years of German settlements on 
the Dniepr is of particular interest. An 
index of persons and another one of 
places makes for relatively easy checking 
for information of interest during these 
time periods.  

Adolf Ens, Winnipeg, taught history and 
theology at Canadian Mennonite Bible 
College (now CMU). 

T

V
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John Horsch Mennonite History Essay Contest 

The Mennonite Church USA Historical Committee invites student scholars at the high 
school, college and university, and graduate school and seminary levels to submit research 
papers on topics related to Mennonite and Anabaptist history. 

Deadline – June 15, 2010

For further details available at: W: www.mennoniteusa.org/history

MC USA Historical Committee 
1700 S. Main St.,Goshen, IN 46526 

Toll-free: 866-866-2872 x 23080 
E-mail: history@mennoniteusa.org 

GAMEO bolstered by New 
Content  

By Conrad Stoesz  

esearcher, author, and historian Dr. 
Helmut T. Huebert has donated his 

Russian Mennonite research to the 
growing Global Anabaptist Mennonite 
Encyclopaedia Online (GAMEO). Dr. 
Huebert is the author of nine books, and is 
co-author of the bestselling book 
Mennonite Historical Atlas with William 
Schroeder. Huebert’s books documenting 
settlements, individuals, and estates 
contain a gold mine of biographical 
information of influential Mennonites. In 
his research Huebert consults rare 
newspapers, family genealogies, and other 
archival documents that detail the Russian 
Mennonite experience. Often his 
published work has become the best – 
sometimes only – major resource on the 
individual, which is why GAMEO was so 
interested in Huebert’s research.  

Huebert is thankful that GAMEO was 
interested in his research. His aim has 
always been to “help people gain a better 
understanding of Mennonite history and 
in many cases their own family history. 
The partnering with GAMEO will help 
make that happen” said Hubert in a phone 
interview.  

GAMEO’s management board is 
equally grateful for this open access to 
this significant body of research. “It is 
actually quite remarkable to be offered 
such a wonderful resource” says 
GAMEO’s managing editor Sam Steiner, 
based in Waterloo, Ontario. “We hope 
this will prompt other compilers of 
biographical and congregational data to 
consider a similar donation,” Steiner went 
on to say. Huebert’s materials will be 
edited according to the GAMEO editorial 
guidelines and uploaded over the next 
year.  

Huebert’s next project is to document 
Mennonite involvement in health care in 
Russia. He has already started his 
research, uncovering names of trained 
doctors, nurses, midwives, and other 
medical personnel. One valuable source 
of information is what he calls “parking 
lot” research. Connecting with people 
one-on-one in informal settings such as 
the church parking lot is a great source of 
information. “It is surprising what comes 
out of the wood work” he exclaimed. 
When not in the archives or at his 
computer writing, Dr. Huebert is busy  

Dr. Helmut Huebert Photo credit: Conrad 
Stoesz 

stamping out disease from his Winnipeg 
orthopaedic clinic.  

GAMEO had its origins with the 
Mennonite Historical Society of Canada 
in 1996. The print version of the five-
volume Mennonite Encyclopedia was 
entered and edited into the searchable on 
line version. The project has outgrown its 
Canadian roots and in 2005 became a 
project of Mennonite historical societies 
in Canada and the United States, as well 
as Mennonite Central Committee, and 
Mennonite World Conference. The work 
continues to be done by the volunteer 
editorial boards and writers. It is freely 
available at www.gameo.org. There are 
now over 1,800 contributors and 14,500 
articles in GAMEO which seeks to 
provide “... Reliable information on 
Anabaptist-related (Amish, Mennonite, 
Hutterite, Brethren in Christ) topics...” 
The encyclopedia hopes to make available 
multi-lingual entries in the future. If you 
would like donate information or funds to 
the GAMEO project please contact Sam 
Steiner at admin@gameo.org.

Book Reviews 
(cont’d from p. 12) 
Mennonites whose names can be found 
among those arrested in 1937 and very 
often simply never seen again.  That 
comes to just under 2000 persons on 156 
pages with as much data as could be 
readily located. Twenty nine mini bio-
graphies, in many cases including photos, 
highlight further the human dimension of 
persons appearing in this directory of 
pathos and astounding sample of what 
went on during that fateful year alone. 

In his usual wide-ranging consultation 
of relevant sources the author brings one 
kind of focus to the deathly fallout of the 
Stalin period in terms of human cost to 
one community of many which were 
affected in similar ways. The book is 
meant to be a memorial, a  monument if 
you will, to these folks, along with 
hundreds, indeed, thousands of others 
whose names must remain on other lists, 
if they have come to be recorded at all. 

An extensive introduction to the 
“perpetrators” and brief history of the 
period of the purges helps to set the stage 
for the story which remains a sketch, one 
could say because to detail such a saga 
fully would take untold volumes – and 
there are those still at work in the former 
Soviet Union who have taken up that 
bigger task in the work of Memorial
(persecuted even yet) which goes on to 
this day. 

One must take time to peruse this work, 
not in a rushed manner, to get the full 
impact of what is presented here. It needs 
to be stressed that many should undertake 
this perusal – the memorial must be added 
to as much as possible as the years go on. 
These people must be remembered, and 
the world at large warned once more, that 
“it must not happen again”. 

R
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Book Reviews 
T.D. Regehr, A Generation of Vigilance: 
The lives and work of Johannes and 
Tina Harder (Winnipeg: CMU Press, 
2009) 334 pp.

Reviewed by Esther Epp-Tiessen, 
Winnipeg.

Ted Regehr’s latest 
book is a fascinating 
exploration of the lives 
of twentieth-century 
MB leaders Johannes 
and Tina Harder of 
Yarrow BC. But it is 
much more than a 
biographical account. It 
is also an insightful 

analysis of the faith and church life of a 
particular community of Russian 
Mennonite immigrants and how they 
sought to begin anew in Canada. 

Johannes Harder and Tina Rempel met 
when she came to be a matron at the 
orphanage run by Johannes’ parents in 
Grossweide, Molotschna. They married in 
1922 and two years later emigrated to 
Canada. Beginning in Ontario, they 
moved westward, province by province, 
until they found a home in Yarrow BC in 
1930. These years were extremely 
difficult, as the Harders lost infant twins, 
and struggled to find work. In Yarrow 
they finally settled into a life of dairy 
farming to pay the bills, while devoting 
themselves to the work of the church. 

Johannes was soon called as leader of 
the young Mennonite Brethren 
congregation. Tina served the church n 
informal ways, while supporting Johannes 
and his ministry. The church grew rapidly 
under their leadership, becoming one of 
the largest MB congregations in North 
America. Johannes’ gifts of preaching, 
teaching, counseling and organizing drew 
him into sustained involvement with MB 
home and foreign missions and other 
conference initiatives. The Harders served 
briefly at Black Creek MB Church before 
retiring to Clearbrook in the 1960s. 
Johannes died in 1967 at the age of 64; 
Tina lived until 1991 and reached the age 
of 100. 

The central reality in Johannes and 
Tina’s lives was their devotion to Christ 
and to the MB church. This faith 
expressed itself in a profound trust in 
God, a fervent prayer life, and a level of 
sacrificial living that later generations 
would find incomprehensible. Regehr 
argues that the Harders’ faith shaped 

many people for the good, but it also 
turned some people away from the 
church. Sadly, the Harders believed that 
the ways of the MB church were the only 
true way. They insisted that all believers 
undergo radical conversion experiences 
and be baptized by immersion (Tina 
requested re-baptism for this reason). The 
Harders eschewed cooperation with other 
Christians, even other Mennonites, in 
educational or mission efforts.  

Both Johannes and Tina also demanded 
a church “without spot or wrinkle” and 
they were vigilant in ensuring the “saved” 
were kept from sin. Wearing make-up, 
attending theatres, watching television, 
reading novels or comics, swimming at 
public beaches, as well as a whole host of 
other temptations were deemed “of the 
world” and therefore strictly off-limits. 
Regehr notes that Johannes mellowed in 
his views later in life; Tina evidently did 
not. The Harders’ perfectionist 
expectations of themselves and others 
created barriers with younger generations, 
including their own children, and 
eventually worked against the mission of 
the church.  

Regehr makes sure to portray the 
positive contribution of the Harders’ 
leadership. But he is clearly critical of the 
kind of rigid vigilance that they practised. 
He claims that the Harders confused the 
essence of the Christian faith with the old 
world values and ideals, and that they 
tried too hard to replicate Russian MB 
traditions on Canadian soil. There is much 
to commend this argument. However, it 
doesn’t adequately address some of the 
distorted notions that the Harders held, for 
instance, about sexuality and the body, or 
the crippling sense of guilt that plagued 
Tina’s life. 

Moreover, Regehr fails to acknowledge 
something which the Harders likely 
understood but did not articulate very 
helpfully – namely, that the church is 
called to a life of nonconformity to the 
values of individualist capitalist society 
(“the world”). He doesn’t ask whether the 
Harders and their MB church might have 
continued to nurture some of the strengths 
of their tradition – community, mutual 
accountability, simplicity of lifestyle – 
without resorting to the legalism that 
turned so many away. Could the church 
have embodied and proclaimed Jesus’ call 
to radical discipleship and nonconformity 
in a more life-giving and inviting way?  

Regehr has done an excellent job of 
placing the story of Johannes and Tina 
Harder into the larger context of an 

immigrant people building a new life after 
significant trauma and upheaval. The 
book has a number of minor irritants: the 
photographs are too small and the section 
on mission rather long (a full quarter of 
the book). Nevertheless, A Generation of 
Vigilance is well researched and carefully 
written and it makes a very important 
contribution to understanding the 
Canadian MB church of the twentieth 
century.  

Helmut T. Huebert, 1937: Stalin’s Year 
of Terror (Winnipeg, MB: Springfield 
Publishers, 2009), pb., 282  pp (8 1/2 x 11 
format).

Reviewed by Lawrence Klippenstein, 
former director, Mennonite Heritage 
Centre.

The years of terror 
(there were more than 
one) directed by 
Joseph Stalin in the 
Soviet Union form an 
episode of horror 
hardly duplicated 
elsewhere in history. 
In a sense the story is 

well-known. But when it comes to 
degrees of suffering, the sweep of 
destruction of innocent persons, and the 
scope in numbers of those who died, there 
will always remain an untold dimension 
to the story.  It seemed to leave hardly a 
family untouched, and no group within 
the larger population spared. 

Mennonites by the thousands fell victim 
also to the purges and almost genocidal 
ferocity of the imprisonments, tortures 
and killings that marked the year singled 
out here for research, and the depredations 
of the Soviet populace during the 25 years 
of Stalin’s dictatorship from the late 
1920s on to the time of his death in 1953. 
The author’s effort to pinpoint the 
Mennonite experience by naming names, 
and depicting representative lives grimly 
terminated, gives the picture a sense of 
reality which sweepingly huge numbers in 
the millions cannot quite accomplish. 

In the Mennonite community, as the 
author has put it, “being a member of a 
religious group, being a part of a racial 
minority, being hard working and 
therefore not the poorest, being a member 
of a group where education was valued 
was enough to be condemned as ‘enemy 
of the people:’ by the greatest enemy the 
Russian people ever had.” 

The volume includes a master list of all 
(cont’d on p. 11) 


