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T h i s  t h e s i s  ana lyzes  the Z io~l~sbore ,  a weekly ~ e l i g i o u s  
p e r i o d i c a l  s e r v i a g  Mennonite Bre th ren  i n  America and 
Russia,  a s  communication- The p a r t s  o f  t h e  communiczition 
t r a n s a c t i o n  (producer ,  r e ce ive r ,  medium, con t en t ,  and 
e f f e c t s l a r e  d e l i n e a t e d  and given con t ex t ,  and the i r  
cowergence  is observed-  The c e n t r a i  q u e s i i o n  is: what was 
happening a s  t h i s  l i t t l e  paper WÜS be ing  wrLtten and read  
week a f t e r  week? 

Zionsbote communication engaged w i th  m a t t e r s  of  tirne 
and space  th rough  the pervas ive  d i s c o u r s e  o f  journey.  The 
Mennonite E r e t h r e n  i n  t h i s  pe r i od  were deep ly  marked by 
t he  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  migra t ion .  This  r e a l i t y  shaped t h e  
d i s c o u r s e .  A t  che same time, t h e  t r a n s p o r t a b l e ,  paper ,  
p r i n t  rriedium of t h e  Zionsbote c o n s t r u c t e d  a new "imagined" 
c o m u n i t y .  T r a v e l  w r i t i n g  n e g o t i a t e d  t h e  new exper iences  o f  
t ime and s p a c e .  A n a r r a t i v e  of s p i r i t u a l  p i lg r image  
con t i nuous ly  d r e w  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  t i m e  and p l a c e  when a l 1  
would be t o g e t h e r  i n  one "home". 

Second, Zionsbote  communication r evea l ed  an ove r l ap  o f  
Mennonite B re th r en  p r a c t i c e s  o f  o r a l i t y  and l i t e r a c y .  The 
Mennonite B re th r en  had a c u l t u r e  o f  p a r t i c i p a t o r y  
c o n g r e g a t i o n a l  l i c e  as wel l  a s  an  emphasis on a pe r sona l  
a p p r o p r i a t i o n ,  o r  hear ing,  o f  b i b l i c a l  t e x t -  I n  Zionsbote 
communication, p r i n t  o f t e n  seemed i n  t h e  t h r a l l  of  o r a l  
exper ience .  Con t r i bu to r s  wrote a s  i f  t hey  were speaking.  
T h e  newspaper e x h i b i t e d  a c a r e l e s s n e s s  t o  t h e  v i s u a l  
a s p e c t s  o f  p r i n t  communication, a r e l i a n c e  on e a r l i e r  
s o c i a l  assumpt ions ,  a c l o s e  connect ion wi th  t h e  Churchrs  
i t i n e r a n t  a c t i v i t y ,  and f requen t  r e cou r se  t o  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  
i n  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  r eaders  cou ld  move from r ead ing  t o  
l i s t e 3 i n g  v i a  t h e s e  re fe rences .  

Third ,  Zionsbote  commuiiication c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  
fo rmat ion  of t h e  g roup r s  i d e n t i t y  through t h e  r ead ing  and 
w r i t i n g  o f  s t o r i e s .  The Mennonite Bre th ren  w e r e  a 
r e l a t i v e l y  n e w  group wi th  an emphasis on fami ly - l ike  
in t imacy;  they f e l t  s e p a r a t e  and d i s t i n c t  from o t h e r  
Mennonites a n d  t h e  l a r g e r  world. The p roce s s  o f  i d e n t i t y -  
fo rmat ion  is seen  i n  t h e  process  o f  w r i t i n g  and r ead ing  
pe r sona l  expe r i ence s  t h a t  c r e a t e d  sha r ed  meaning, 
s t r e n g t h e n e d  bonds i n s i d e  t h e  group, and e s t a b l i s h e d  
boundar ies  t h a t  de f i ned  and excluded o u t s i d e r s .  

The s t u d y  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d i c a l  i l l u m i n a t e s  j u s t  a f e w  of  
t h e  complex themes t h a t  may emerge in t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of 
c o m u n i c a t i o n .  I t  shows t h a t  communication i s  multi- 
l aye r ed ,  dynàrrtic, and h i s t o r i c a l l y  s i t u a t e d -  



The caily düties o f  t h e  h i r e d  man a t  the Jchn F. Yams farm 

near Hedford, Oklahoma did nor  n e c e s s a r i i y  erid wi th  f i e l d  work and 

chores .  H a m  was a n  e d i t o r  a s  w e l l  a s  a  fa rmer  and there w a s  a 

weekly paper t o  g e t  o u t .  A s m a l l  l e a n - t o  e r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  side 

of t h e  two-s torey  frame house s e r v e d  a s  a  printing p l a n t .  Here, 

two o r  t h r e e  even ings  a week, t h e  young h i r e d  hand l i f t e d  and  

lowered t h e  i n k e d  p l a t e n  press o n t o  nand-fed paper  s h e e t s ,  more 

than  1400 t i rnes,  u n t i l  two pages o f  t h a t  week's i s s u e  w e r e  

p r i n t e d .  Then, s i n c e  Harms owned o n l y  enough type f o r  two pages ,  

t h e  t y p e  o f  t h o s e  pages was disrnant led .  The fo l iowing  day s e v e r a l  

g i r l s  s e t  t h e  next two pages and t h a t  evening  t h e  n i r e d  man 

repeated the p r i n t i n g  procedure.- T h e  paper was t h e n  fo lded ,  

addressed ,  and d e l i v e r e d  t o  t h e  p o s t a l  s t a t i o n .  I n  due c o u r s e  Ft 

reached i t s  r e a d e r s ;  t h e y  l i v e d  i n  America and i n  Russ ia .  

The small p a p e r  produced e v e r y  week on Harmsr farm w a s  t h e  

Zionsbote, a church  p a p e r  o f  the Mennonite Bre th ren  Church o f  

North America. Begun i n  1884,  it was t h e  g r o u p 7 s  first p e r i o d i c a l ,  

and one o f  s e v e r a l  German-language p a p e r s  launched f o r  Russ ian  

Mennonites who m i g r a t e d  t o  North A m e r i c a  i n  t h e  l a s t  quarter of 

t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .  It s e r v e d  t h e  immigrant Mennonite 

Bre th ren ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e i r  C O - r e l i g i o n i s t s  i n  Russia .  I t  c a r r i e d  

r e l i g i o u s  a r t i c l e s ,  c o n g r e g a t i o n a l  news, accounts  o f  i t i n e r a n t  

p reach ing  m i s s i o n s ,  t r a v e l  r e p o r t s ,  and persona1 news o f  moves, 

mishaps, marriages, i l l n e s s e s ,  d e a t h s -  Its appearance was modest, 

i t s  writing homespun, i t s  focus  l i m i t e &  I n  i t s  beginning  decades  



it oEcen s t r u g g l e d  f o r  i ts v e r y  e x i s t e n c e .  

Yet t h e  paper  surviveci,  y e a r  a f t e r  year ,  and i n s p i r e d  g r e a t  

a f f e c t i o n  from i t s  scattered r e a d e r s .  They wished it cou ld  be 
- 

b igger ,  o r  corne twice  a week-- They addressed  it a s  a "good f r i e n d "  

o r  a g u e s t  on a "dea r  v i s i t a w 3  The Zionsbote helped them s t a y  

connected a s  members o f  g e o g r a p h i c a l l y  s e p a r a t e d  Mennonite 

Bre th ren  congrega t ions .  It gave them a s e n s e  o f  who they w e r e  as  a 

l a r g e r  group. S ince  t h e  word "bote"  Ln t h e  name Zionsbote means 

"rnessenger, " t h e y  cou ld  imagine t h e  l i t t l e  paper  a s  a l i v e ,  as 

someone c a r r y i n g  t h e  words they wanted t o  Say t o ,  and h e a r  from, 

one ano the r .  

This  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  w i t h i n  the t e x t  o f  a weekly paper ,  is  t h e  

s u b j e c t  o f  t h i s  s tudy .  T h e  Zionsbote w a s  an  immigrant i n s t i t u t i o n ,  

and a l s o  a r e l i g i o u s  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  but i t  w i l l  be analyzed h e r e  

primarily as an organism o f  communication i n  ciynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p  

wi th  a p a r t i c u l a r  c o m u n i t y  d u r i n g  a p a r t i c u l a r  p e r i o d  i n  both 

t h e i r  h i s t o r i e s .  

The  Zionsbote was o n l y  one p r i n t  ven tu re ,  o f  course ,  and a 

r a t h e r  small one a t  t h a t ,  i n  a much l a r g e r  p u b l i s h i n g  phenomenon 

i n  American h i s t o r y .  The e n t i r e  American p r e s s  e n t e r p r i s e  was 

s u r g i n g  by t h e  mid-nine teenth  c e n t u r y -  B y  1830 t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  

wi th  less t han  13 m i l l i o n  peop le  a l r e a d y  had more newspapers than  

Europe wi th  i t s  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  185 million."here was "a f e v e r i s h  

s e t t i n g  up o f  new papersw on t h e  wes tern  f r o n t i e r ;  t h e  newspaper 

was a common exper i ence  o f  e v e r y  community t h a t  forrned t h e r e S 5  The 

f o r e i g n  language p r e s s  a l s o  played a s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  p r e s s  

growth. As t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  America s w e l l e d  through immigration, 



fo r e ign  lang~age newspapers p r o l i f e r â t e d -  B e t w e o n  1880 CO 1920,  

t h e  peak years  o f  this j o u r n a l i s t i c  a c t i v i t y ,  more than 3 4 4 0  

newspapers came Fnto e x i s t e n c e  t o  s e rve  o v e r  30 d i f f e r e n t  

nat ional i t ies ."hese  paaprs  ranged widely i n  s i z e ,  purpose, and 

const i tuency,  from large urban d s i l i e s  t o  srnall "organ" papers  

such a s  t he  ~ i o n s b o t e - '  

Robert E .  Pa rk ,  i n  h i s  s t u d y  The  Immigrant Press and I t s  

Control ,  es t imated  t h a t ,  c o n t r a r y  t o  s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  immigrants a s  

s t o l i d ,  i l l i t e r a t e  peasants, p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  more newspapers were 

produced and read  by t h e  f o r e i g n  born popu la t i on  o f  t h e  United 

S t a t e s  than by the n a t i v e  born popula t ion  of the migran t s '  home 

coun t r i e s . '  For sorne t h i s  keen r eade r sh ip  was l i nked  t o  t h e  

r e l a t i v e  freedom and oppo r tun i t y  of t h e  p r e s s  endeavor i n  Arnerica, 

but  f o r  a l 1  groups immigrat ion i t s e l f  c r e a t e d  new audiences f o r  

p r i n t e d  ma te r i a l s .  

Newspapers have been used by h i s t o r i a n s  i n  va r ious  ways. They 

a r e ,  of course,  a  r i c h  and i nva luab l e  source of f a c t u a l  and 

c u l t u r a l  informat ion.  They have a l s o  been t h e  s u b j e c t  of s t udy  a s  

media i n s t i t u t i o n s .  T h e i r  importance t o  f r o n t i e r  s t u d i e s  has been 

acknowledged, a l t hough  William Lyon cornplained i n  1980 t h a t  there 

were no "gene ra l l y  accep ted  t h e o r i e s w  f o r  the func t i on  o f  tnis 

"primary i n s t i t u t i o n  on t h e  f r o n t i e r "  such  a s  e x i s t  about  

" r a i l r o a d s ,  mining and s t o ~ k r a i s i n g . ' ~ ~ ~  Scho la r sh ip  on the 

immigrant p r e s s  has  been more ex tens ive ,  however, beginning w i t h  

Robert Park ' s  1920 survey  and con t inu ing  w i t h  overviews of  t h e  

p r e s s  endeavors o f  t h e  major  language groups i n  Arrerica, a s  w e l l  

a s  monographs on i n d i v i d u a l  p e r i o d i c a l s .  



These stuaios often followed Che thep.es that have engâged 

immigration historians, that is, questions of assimilation or 

ethnic persistence. The general assessrnent was that foreign 

language Fapers were of great value in providiag a strategic sense 

of belonging and in "smoothing the difficult transition to 

conditions in America" while subtly and gradually acting as agents 

of assimilation into the host society," John Kulas, in a close 

analysis of one Geman immigrant religious paper, Der Wanderer of 

St. Paul, for example, discovered an "interactive relationship 

between the desire of cultural preservation and the demands of 

integration . "" 
Media studies that placed personalities or institutions in 

their wider social context fit into what communica~ions scholar 

Willard Rowland called the first important shift in the 

historiography of communication, namely a broadening of the 

"horizontal frame of ~eference."'~ This approach wove political, 

economic or sociocultural factors through the histories of 

journalism and media." A second significant shift in cornmunicatior! 

historiography that Rowland identif ied, and indeed proposed, 

extended the frame of reference of media studies in a vertical 

dimension, that is, against "a much deeper chronological backdrop" 

which looked at "the role of communication in the development of 

the human species and its fomw" of civilization." Scholars such as 

Walter Ong, Elizabeth Eisenstein, and Harold Adam lnnis pioneered 

interest in this "deep civilization contextw of communication. The 

approach of the second shift, as Rowland outlined it, rests on 

several principles: media technologies are extensions of the basic 
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and innâte capacity of humans to communicace; sociaL relations anci 

even individual cognition are intirnately tied to the forms of 

communication predominant in given areas or times; and thus, tne 

story of communication is more central to human history than has 

been previously recoçnized. '5 

T h e  Zionsbote has mainly served as a resource for 

denominational scholars. It appeared regularly for 80 years, from 

1885 to 1964, and was later microfilmed and indexed. Missions 

~cholar G.W. Peters used the paper to discover Mennonite Brethren 

involvement in missions, saying "The researcher w i l l  be 

overwhelmed by the amount of mission material in the pages of this 

periodical. . . 'li6 John B. Toews analyzed the periodical's conversion 
stories to discuss early Mennonite Brethren piety and theology of 

conversion. " 

Although these studies confirmed the Zionsbote's significance 

in Mennonite Brethren history, they focused on the information and 

evidence the paper yields about the past rather than on the medium 

itself or the communication it enacted. Nor was the Zionsbote's 

meaning particularly probed in the generzl denominational 

histories; there the Zionsbote story was told within an 

institutional framework, simply as one of a variety of publishing 

programs undertaken over the years . 

To consider the Zionsbote as cocnmunication may take us, at 

least according to Rowland's bold suggestion, close to the heart 

of a more encompassing theme within a particular historical 

setting. Perhaps David Harms was prescient about the paperrs role 

when he described the effects of his cousin John's move to the 



f â r m  i n  Medford, Oklahoma âf ter  more t h a n  ü decade i n  Kansas. The 

congregat ion  of Mennonite Bre th ren  i n  Medford was smal l ,  h e  said, 

and they  were ve ry  g l a d  t o  have t h e  John H a r m s  fami ly  among them. 

The family added t o  t h e  numbers, it con ta ined  good s i n g e r s ,  and 

Jonn would become their p r e a c h e r  and church  l e a d e r ,  S i n c e  he w a s  

e d i t o r  and producer  of t h e  Zionsbote,  moreover, they  w e r e  now " s o  

t o  speak, t h e  c e n t e r  o f  o u r  [Mennonite Bre thren]  ~ o n f  e r e n c e  . "'" To 

communicate, he impl ied ,  was a t  t h e  c o r e  o f  t h i s  p e o p l e ' s  

e x i s t e n c e  as a group.  

The concept  o f  communication is  mul t i - face ted;  it i n c l u d e s  

t h e  medium ( o r  t echno logy) ,  as w e l l  as t h e  producer,  r e c e i v e r ,  

con ten t ,  and e f f e c t s .  To name t h e s e  components of t h e  Zionsbote  

communication p r o c e s s  may seem obvious enough. But, t h e  v a r i o u s  

elements  o f  any communication i n t e r a c t  w i t h  one another ;  t h e y  form 

wnat communication t h e o r i s t s  David Kaufer and Kathleen Car ley  have 

c a l l e d  a " s i n g l e  e c ~ l o g y . " ' ~  The word "ecology", borrowed from t h e  

func t ion ing  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  environment,  reminds u s  t h a t  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  p a r t s  of communication a r e  v i t a l l y  in terdependent ;  a 

change i n  any one p a r t  changes t h e  whole. Furthermore, t h e  

convergence o f  p a r t s  i n  any communication a c t  demonstrates  a t  t h e  

same t i m e  both  the uniqueness  and d i v e r s i t y  o f  communication 

i t s e l f .  

This  s t u d y  l o o k s  a t  t h e  Zionsbote  a s  communication by 

d e s c r i b i n g  i ts p a r t s  and then a n a l y z i n g  t he i r  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Put 

simply,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  it s e e k s  t o  answer is, "what was happening a s  

t h i s  l i t t l e  organ w a s  be ing  w r i t t e n  and r e a d  week af ter  week?" The 

p e r i o d  1884 t o  1906 w a s  chosen f o r  t h e  p r o j e c t  because t h e s e  a re  
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Che 8eg innFng  years  o f  t h e  p r i o d i c a l ,  and they  cover  che cenure 

cf t h e  f i r s t  e d i t o r ,  John F. ifarms- This 22-year span a l s o  roughiy 

ccrresponds t o  the f irst  gene ra t i on  of  Mennonite Bre th rec  

iLnmiqrants to America, a s  w e l l  as t o  the per iod  i n  which t h e  
- - 

M e n ~ o n i t e  Brethren i n  Russia w e r e  without  t h e i r  own paper-'- 

1 have sought t o  e n t e r  and r econs t ruc t  t h e  Zionsbote's world. 

S ince  e x t a n t  cop ies  o f  t h e  paper  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  o n l y  from 1890, t h e  

s t o r y  of t he  first s i x  yea r s  has  been gleaned £rom o t h e r  m a t e r i a l s  

such as the  e d i t o r ' s  autobiography and minutes o f  annual  

denominational  meetings i n  which t h e  Zionsbote w a s  d i scussed .  1 

have at tempted t o  be rnindful o f  bo th  t he  h o r i z o n t a l  and v e r t i c a l  

dimensions of communication. I n  o r d e r  t o  understand t h e  Mennonite 

Bre th r en  people and t h e i r  b e l i e f s ,  and t h e  environrnents t hey  

i n h a b i t e d  i n  both America and Russ ia ,  1 have consu l t ed  sources  

such as rnemoirs, community h i s t o r i e s ,  and church h i s t o r i e s .  While 

t h e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  deba te  i s  no t  e x p l i c i t l y  pursued, t h e  exper ience  

o f  immigration, as w e l l  a s  of p ionee r ing  and r e l i g i o n ,  is 

cons ide red  i n t e g r a l  t o  t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  The s t u d y  fol lows t h e  

views of  such s c h o l a r s  as Timothy L.  Smith and Kathleen N e i l s  

Conzen, who contend t h a t  immigrant c o m u n i t i e s  must be seen  as 

bo th  dynamic and pa r t i cu l a r . * '  

A s  a communication s tudy,  however, t h e  "hos t "  s o c i e t y  a g a i n s t  

which the ma te r i a l  i s  viewed is n o t  de f ined  i n  terms o f  na t i on  o r  

e t h n i c i t y  but  r a t h e r  i n  terms of  t echnolog ica l  development. 

I n d i v i d u a l s  o r  groups, whether immigrant o r  not ,  communicate by 

d i f f e r e n t  f o m s  and i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways, and can be seen  t o  be 

a s s i m i l a t i n g  o r  r e s i s t i ng - - i n  v a r i o u s  combinations--the media of 



the larger  and dominant society. The Zionsbote was the MennoEire 

Brethren's first periodical; its discourse was particular to the 

group and Fts historical circumstances, The use of a print medium, 

however, beionged to a wider transition (which it demonstrated and 

in which it participated), namely the rise of literacy and the 

rise of the newspaper in Victorian-era society, al1 of which 

occurred in the context of rapid economic, technological and 

social change. Founding a paper was easier in the Pmerican context 

to be sure, but it did not represent integration into American 

society as much as accommodation to the flow of industrialization 

and new technology throughout the entire western world. 

An awareness that humankind has been profoundly involved with 

print during the past several centuries has led recently to a new 

area of scholarship called "print culture studiesn. This 

scholarship ernbraces a nwnber of disciplines and includes literary 

studies, reader-response theory, ethnographies of reading, and the 

social history of books or other printed niaterials. The usefulness 

of this f i e l d  in general for this project lies in its enphasis on 

the reader and the act of reading, as well its attention to the 

shift in humanities research "frorn culture as text to culture as 

agency and pra~tice."'~.The Zionsbote represented communication 

within a context--a particular corrununity, setting, medium--and it 

carried a text or discourse reflecting that context. But it also 

shaped it, This study relies heavily Gn the text as evidence for 

what was both reflected and effected; the circularity of this 

approach and its limitations must be acknowledged frorn the outset. 

The first chapter is narrative in style and sets out briefiy 



the con tex t  of Zionsbote comiunicat ion .  Tt desc r i be s  t h e  ' lennonirs  

Brethren, f o r  whom tne paper  s x i s t e d ,  and t h e i r  migra t ion  and 

s e t t l e n e n t  i n  America, It prov ides  an overview of t h e  p a p e r r s  

o r i q i a  and development i n  i ts  e a r l y  decades, and a b iograph ica l  

ske t ch  of t h e  f i rs t  e d i t o r ,  John F. Harms. 

The next t h r e e  chap t e r s  (Two through Four) analyze  t h r e e  

a s p e c t s  of t h e  new medium's i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  i t s  cons t i tuency :  

f i r s t ,  engagement with t i m e  and space;  second, p r a c t i c e  of  o r a l i t y  

and l i t e r a c y ;  and t h i r d ,  identity-fo-rznation through reading and 

wr i t i ng .  These a r e  l i nked  r e s p e c t i v e l y  wi th  prominent themes of  

t h e  d i scourse :  journey, t e x t ,  and s t o r y .  Each chap t e r  con t a in s  one 

o r  more examples o f  Zionsbote wr i t i ng ,  such as t r a v e l  accounts ,  

correspondence, and persona l  exper iences .  

Chapter Two shows t h a t  t h e  Zionsbote, a s  a paper  med ium,  

t ranscended t i m e  and space t o  form a new imagined community. T h e  

Mennonite Brethren were no l onge r  de f i ned  by phys i ca l  proximity 

but had been s epa ra t ed  and s c a t t e r e d  through migra t ion .  Through 

t h e  technology of  p r i n t  and n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  developments i n  

t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  and p o s t a l  s e r v i c e ,  Mennonite Brethren had a 

r e g u l a r  connection t o  o t h e r s  wi th  whom they  shared e t h n i c i t y  and 

r e l i g i o u s  worldview. The i r  r e g u l a r  ga the r i ng  wi th in  t h e  pages of 

t h e  paper was rernarkably i n t i m a t e .  Travel w r i t i n g  of a l 1  kinds 

cons t ruc t ed  t h e  geography o f  t h e  new and l a r g e r  Mennonite Brethren 

world and br idged o l d  and new exper iences  of t i m e  and space .  The 

r e l i g i o u s  motif  of  p i lgr image,  f u r t h e m o r e ,  provided a t heo log i cz l  

n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  un i t ed  people on bo th  sides of t h e  migra t ion  

dec i s i on .  



C h â p t e r  Three d i s c u s s e s  how t h e  practice of l i t e r a c y  i n  

Zionsbote  communication i n t e r s e c t e d  wi th  t h e  practice of  o r a l i t y .  

A s  Anabap t i s t s ,  t h e  Mennonites recognized the Bible es 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e  b u t  a l s o  a s  a  t e x t  t o  be i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  t h e  

community. Rates  of  l i t e r a c y ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  w e r e  r e l a t i v e l y  high,  

even though t h e  range  o f  r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l s  was l i m i t e d .  A widening 

a r r a y  p r i n t  m a t e r i a l s  p layed  impor tan t  r o l e  the fo rmat ion  

o f  t h e  Hennonite Bre th ren  Church, a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  migra t ion  of  

some 18,000 Mennonites t o  North Arnerica i n  t h e  1870s. 

The Mennonite Bre th ren  embraced print communication as a 

powerful t o o l  f o r  miss ion  and t h e o l o g i c a l  u n i t y -  The e a r l y  decades  

of t h e  Zionsbote,  however, r e v e a l  t h a t  t h e  new p r a c t i c e  of 

l i t e r a c y  was c l o s e l y  l i n k e d  wi th ,  and r e f l e c t e d ,  o r a l  church 

p r a c t i c e s  based on sermons, group d i s c u s s i o n s  of t h e  Bible,  and 

extemporaneous p r a y e r .  Much w r i t i n g  concerned words t h a t  had 

a l r e a d y  been spoken; i t  suppor ted  t h e  Mi3 p r a c t i c e  o f  i t i n e r a n t  

preaching miss ions .  Here t o o  t h e r e  w a s  a  r e l i g i o u s  motif-- the 

b i b l i c a l  text--woven throughout  t h e  w r i t t e n  r e p c r t s .  

Chapter  Four shows t h a t  while t h e  Zionsbote t ranscended space  

ana  t ime t o  make a new kind of c o m n i t y  p o s s i b l e ,  it a l s o  c r e a t e d  

boundar ies  and e s t a b l i s h e d  i d e n t i t y .  P r i n t  made p o s s i b l e  an  

"imagined" church community. Within t h e  " p r i n t  churchn ,  

conventions w e r e  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  c e r t a i n  ways of speak ing  r i t u a l i z e d ,  

and unders tandings  r e i t e r a t e d  about  t h e  i n s i d e  and t h e  o u t s i d e ,  

a l 1  of  which formed t h e  s e l f - i d e n t i t y  of t h e  group.  The 

conversa t ion  w a s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  i n t i m a t e ;  i t  became f i x e d  and 

f a m i l i a r ;  it w a s  e x c l u s i v e  and s e p a r a t i s t .  T h i s  p rocess  of 



i d e n t i t y  f o m â r i o n  hàppened i n  cl1 Caris of t h e  paper ,  b u t  w i l i  j e  

analyzed i n  t h e  genre  cf persona1 stories. It was t h e  r e a d e r s  of 

t h e  paper w h o  w e r e  w r i t i n g  t n e i r  s t o r i e s .  The âct o f  writing drew 

from what had been read ,  and i n  i t s  t u r n  e s t a b l i s h e d  meaning which 

o t h e r s  r ead .  These unders tandings  were set i n t o  p r i n t  t e x t  and, as  

it were, s o l i d i f i e d ;  t h e y  both bonded and bounded t h o s e  who 

c o n s i d e r e d  thernselves p a r t  of  t h e  cornmunity witnin t h e  

p e r i o d i c a l ' s  pages .  

A f e w  e x p l a n a t i o n s  about language and usage.  A l 1  t r a n s l a t i o n s  

are mine u n l e s s  o t h e r w i s e  i n d i c a t e d .  T h e  u s e  o f  Conference w i t h  a 

c a p i t a l  "c" refers t o  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  of  Mennonite Bre thren  

churches i n  Nortn America o r  Russ ia .  The r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of t h e s e  

congrega t ions  met a n n u a l l y  i n  what w a s  a l s o  c a l l e d  "conference";  

t h i s  g a t n e r i n g  will be i n d i c a t e d  by lowercase "cm o r  t r a n s l a t e d  

"conven t ion-"  Mennonite Brethren may be d e s i g n a t e d  by the acronym 

m. 

Another  word o f t e n  used i n  t h e  Zionsbote w a s  Geschwister, 

which means b r o t h e r s  and s i s t e r s  o r  s i b l i n g s .  The Mennonite 

Bre th ren  used t h e  word i n  a ve ry  s p e c i f i c  way, a kind of  code fo r  

t h o s e  who belonged t o  them. They might Say o f  someone, "we hear 

they âre a l s o  now Geschwister." 1 have r e t a i n e d  t h e  German word in 

t h i s  usage r a t h e r  t h a n  t r a n s l a t e  it each t i m e  a s  " b r o t h e r s  and 

sisters". S i b l i n g s  is used when t h e  meaning c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e s  

b lood r e l a t i o n s .  

Several MB congregat ions  were founded i n  Canada d u r i n g  t h e  

p e r i o d  of t h i s  study (Manitoba 1888 and nor thern Saskatchewan 



1892)  Dut 1 use the term "America" throughour for both countries, 

unless differentiation is clearly required- This w a s  the term used 

in the ZionLcSote to designate the New Worla; Mennonite Brethren in 

50th Canada and the United States referred to themselves as living 

in America. Eventually, of course, especially beyond the period of 

m i s  study, the national designations were used more frequently. 

The Eame for the paper was  first  a hyphenated word, Zions- 

Bote. 1 r e t a i n  this spelling in quoted material. Otherwise 1 use 

the one word designation, as it was spelled after 1904. 



Chapter ONE 

Backgrouna: T h e  People, t h e  Paper, t h e  E d i t o r  

The Mennoni te Brethren 

Jimong t h e  approxirnately 18,000 Mennonites who emigrated from 

Russia t o  Arnerica i n  t h e  1870s t h e r e  w a s  a smal l  number, some 200 

f ami l i e s  perhaps, of Mennonite Brethren."  The Mennonite Brethrer,  

were a r e l a t i v e l y  new group of  Mennonites. They o r i g i n a t e d  i n  t h e  

Mennonite co lon ies  o f  southern  Russia w i th in  t h e  sw i r l i ng  mi l i eu  

o f  new ideas  and f o r c e s  t h a t  rnarked the emerging modernization of 
- 

t h a t  country . -  P i e t i s t i c  r ev iva l  and an  i n t e l l e c t u a l  awakening i n  

the co lon i e s  had stirred up t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  church l i f e  of  t h e  

Mennonites and given b i r t h  t o  t h e  concept  of "brotherhoodw o r  

in r imate  C h r i s t i a n  fe l lowship .  Many convers ions  had taken p lace  

under t h e  dynamic preaching of a German Lutheran pas to r ,  Eduard 

Wuest, a t  h i s  church near  Berdjansk. 

The so-cal led  Brethren began t o  m e e t  r e g u l a r l y  i n  p r i v a t e  

homes f o r  Bible s tudy  and prayer ,  Th is  f o s t e r s d  a sense  o f  common 

understanding among them but  a l s o  a growing a l i e n a t i o n  from the 

l a r g e r  Mennonite church t o  which t hey  belonged. Many i n  t h e  

e s t a b l i s h e d  church viewed the  brotherhood movement with r e luc t ance  

o r  even alarm. Tensions increased u n t i l  t h e  secess ion  of 18 

" c h a r t e r  members" on January 6, 1860, which marked the  formal 

beginning of t h e  Mennonite Brethren chu rcha3  

The MB church was charac te r ized ,  as many r e l i g i o u s  renewal 

movements a r e ,  by g r e a t  i n t e n s i t y  i n  s p i r i t u a l  ma t t e r s -  I t  

emphasized a d e c i s i v e  conversion exper ience ,  t h e  a c t i v e  p r a c t i c e  



of B ib l e  s t udy  ana prayer ,  and t h e  r e p u d i a t i o n  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  

deerned wor ld ly  sucn a s  playing c a r a s ,  smoking, and dr ink ing .  T h e  

Mennonite Bre th ren  i n s t i t u t e d  r i v e r  bap t i sm (Flusstaufe) o r  

immersion, which became a powerful and provoca t ive  symbol of a 

s e p a r a t e  i d e n t i t y . '  Many of t h e  first g e n e r a t i o n  of  Mennonite 

Bre th ren  a l r e a d y  belonged t o  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  Mennonite Church and 

w e r e  re-bapt ized.  This  was more t h a n  a s p i r i t u a l  a c t ;  it was t h e  

s i g n  of l e a v i n g  one group i d e n t i t y  f o r  ano the r .  

I n t e r n a 1  s epa ra t i sm  was r e i n f o r c e d  f o r  Mennonite Brethren i n  

t h e  e a r l y  yea r s  by t h e  sense t h a t  they  w e r e  be ing  persecuted by 

o t h e r  Mennonites.' They were d e r i s i v e l y  called "die frommen" ( t h e  

pious o n e s ) -  One r e c a l l e d ,  "Anyone who jo ined  t h e  Bretnren became 

t h e  ob ject o f  c o m u n i t y  contempt , John F. H a r m s ,  l a t e r  t h e  

e d i t o r  of t h e  Zionsbote, noted i n  h i s  mernoirs t h a t  a s  a c h i l d  he  

was n o t  a l lowed t o  a s s o c i a t e  wi th  t h e  c h i l d r e n  of  Mennonite 

Brethren f a m i l i e s  o u t s i d e  of school. '  The e s t a b l i s h e d  r e l i g i o u s  

ana c i v i l  officiais vigorously  a t tempted f o r  some t ime t o  r ep re s s  

t h e  n e w  group, whi le  t h e  l a t t e r  i n  t u r n  appea led  t o  t he  Russian 

government f o r  l e g a l  recogni t ion .  The Mennonite Brethren movement 

b l i g h t e d  i t s  r e p u t a t i o n  with emotional  extremism i n  t h e  e a r l y  

years ,  b u t  t h e  c e n t r a l  i s s u e  f o r  t h e i r  opponents,  s a i d  h i s t o r i a n  

Abe Dueck, was s e p a r a t i o n .  "To some degree ,  i d e o l o g i c a l  d i s s e n t  

might be t o l e r a t e d ,  b u t  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of new e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  

s t r u c t u r e s  w a s  i n t o l e r a b l e .  

I n  s p i t e  of  t h e i r  r e j e c t i o n  of t h e  predominant r e l i g i o u s  

c u l t u r e  o f  Eennonit ism and t h e i r  adopt ion of a narrower, exc lus ive  

p r a c t i c e ,  Mennonite Brethren cannot  be cons idered  conserva t ives -  



Historian 2mes  U r r y  characterized them as "essenïiâlly Liberal- 

minded individuals, progressive in ôttitude not only with respect 

to religion but in al1 areas of life."' They tried to resist 

worldliness but tnis was defined, often somewhat legalistically, 

in cermç of certain practices and association, not in terms of 

modernization as such; they were open to technology, education, 

and outside religious influences- 

It is surprising, perhaps, that members of the relatively 

young Mennonite Brethren group, still developing their interna1 

cohesion and s t i l i  feeling beleaguered in the face of criticism 

from the larger Mennonite community, would risk further change by 

emigrating. Nevertheless, Mennonite Brethren participated in the 

great emigration of the Russian Mennonites in the 1870s . Io  The 

first of them came to North America in small groups and settled in 

the United States--in Kansas, Nebraska, Dakota, and Minnesota. By 

the turn of the century, they hâd also moved on to Oklahoma, 

Oregon, California, and Manitoba and Saskatchewan in Canada. Their 

numbers were augmented by a trickle of ongoing migration £rom 

-. 
Russia as well as religious "re-groupingWL- among Mennonites and 

other Germans in America: by 1905 tnere were 3487 Mennonite 

Brethren in 59 c~ngregations.'~ In Russia, there was steady growth 

of the Mennonite Brethren in tems of numbers, organization, ?nu 

development of Gew settlements during this period as ~ell.'~ 

Mennonite Brethren came to Arnerica, said historian Theron 

Schlabach, with a distinct "group feeling and unhealed wounds fron 

their origins;" they "scarcely joined hands at al1 with any 

American Mennonites." They arrived as a movement, Schlabach wrote, 



- .  
arrd Secame a aenomhation. -' The firsr imnigrants w e r e  scatterec 

and Leaderless untii cne arriva1 in Kansas of Abraham 

Schellenberg, former elder of one of rhe Russian MB churches, in 

1879- With his help, the fledgling congregations were organizea 

into an association callea a Conference ( B u n d ) .  Two strategies 

(also used in Russia) of consolidating the disparate parts of this 

religiouç constituency were annual meetings of congregational 

representatives and the practice of sending certain ministers on 

itinerant preaching missions to the various congregations. The 

potentlal of publishing as a connecting mechanism was soon 

recognized as well. The Zionsbote was launched i n  1885. 

The Latter was  not, however, a first encounter with a 

Mennonite newspaper- Some may have read the Mennonitische 

Blaetter, the oldest periodical of German Mennonites, founded in 

1854 (published through i941) by Jakob Mannhardt of Danzig. 

Mennonites in Russia also read other papers, like the German 

languaçe Odessaer Zei tung and the St. Petersburger ~ e i t u n g .  Is T h e  

Mennonites in America, of Swiss-German background from an ear l ier  

migration, also had papers, such as Das C h r i s t l i c h e r  V o l k s b l a t t  

( 1 8 5 6 - 6 6 )  and Der Mennonitische Friedensbote (1867-81) - 
Perhaps of most significance, however, was the founding in 

1 8  64, by American Mennonite publishing entrepreneur John F. Funk, 

of the Herald o f  Truth and its German counterpart, Herold der 

Wahrheit. Funk became interested in the possible migration of 

Russian Mennonites to America and began a concerted effort to 

reach readers in Russia as well as the U.S. He printed 20,000 

extra copies of the February 1873 German issue and sent them to 



Russia. This tssue wâs dedicated to che Mennonites of Russia ana 

t h e i r  "p l igh t "  after the governmen~'~ policy change on milita- 

conscription; it included possible settlement locations in America 

and estimates of actions necessary CO accomplish immigration. Funk 

plâyrd an active role in the migration snd subsequent settlement 

in America .=" 

Soon after the migration began, a newspaper was started 

especially for the irmnigrants- Tt was called Z u r  Heimath, 

put together b y  David Goerz, and distributed to immigrants by the 

Mennonite Board of Guardians, the American-side organization 

assisting in the settlement of the Russian Mennonites, of which 

Goerz was secretary. The papes provided information of practical 

assistance to the immigrants as w e l l  as news from Russia. In 1878, 

mnk's Mennonite Publishing House began the similar and competing 

Der Nebraska A n s i e d l e r .  Both these p a p e r s  were financed by stean 

and railway companies." The former increasingly became a 

periodical of the Mennonites of the General Conference Church and 

in 1882 merged with the Mennonitischo Friedensbote to form the 

C h r i s t l i c h e r  Bundesbote, the first official newspaper of that 

church group. '' The A n s i e d l e r  was replaced b y  the Mennonitische 

Rundschau in 1 8 8 0 -  It was intended to serve the Russian Mennonite 

community regardless of church affiliation; it emphasized in fact 

chat confessional differences were not up for discussion in its 

pages. " 

The Zionsbote 

When John F. Harms, the Zionsbotê's first editor (to 1906) 



and l a t e r  ü s s i s t a n t  e d i t o r  (1922-19341, wrote à h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  

Mennonite Bre th ren  church t o  cornmernorate t h e  f i f t i e t h - y e a r  j u b i l e e  

o f  t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e  i n  America i n  1923, he gave cons ide rab l e  

a t t e n t i o n ,  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t o  what he c a l l e d  t h e  confe rence ' s  

"pub l i ca t i on  bus iness" -"  Kams began t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h a t  business 

with t h e  desire of t h e  MB church i n  Russia i n  t h e  1880s f o r  a 

" l i t t l e  paper"  o f  t h e i r  own t o  c i r c u l a t e  t h e  r e p o r t s  of  t h e  

i t i n e r a n t  p r eache r s .  The i t i n e r a n t  m in i s t ry  had been launched in 

Russia a t  t h e  f i r s t  annual  meeting of  t h e  Mennonite Brethren i n  

1872; f i v e  m i n i s t e r s  were chosen. Each one was t o  keep a  d i a r y  and 

send i n  q u a r t e r l y  r e p o r t s  which were then  sewn t o g e t h e r  i n  a copy 

book and s e n t  on a fixed journey from v i l l a g e  t o  v i l l a g e  w h e r e  

Mennonite Bre th ren  l i v e d ,  each v i l l a g e  r e c e i p t i n g  t h e  book when 

received,  read ,  and s e n t  on. As e a r l y  a s  1 8 7 4  t h e  Russian 

Conference made p lans  t o  p r i n t  t h e  r e p o r t s  o f  t h e  i t i n e r a n t  

min i s t ry ,  b u t  appa ren t l y  t h e y  cont inued t o  c i r c u l a t e  f o r  ano ther  

decade i n  t h e i r  handwri t ten  form, i n  hand-sewn copybooks wi th  

homemade c o v e r s -  The first s t e p s  taken t o  p r i n t  them w e r e  t h e i r  

pub l i ca t i on  i n  t h e  Zionsbote of  1886-87 ," 

Although t h e  Zionsbote provided an o u t l e t  f o r  t h e  Russian 

r epo r t s ,  t h e  paper was no t  founded f o r  t h a t  r eason .  The Zionsbote 

was a p r o j e c t  o f  t h e  American Mennonite Brethren t o  cornmunicate 

news about i t s  own i t i n e r a n t  miss ions .  Never theless ,  t h e  l i n k  with 

Russia t h a t  H a r m s  e s t a b l i s h e d  is s i g n i f i c a n t  because  it expressed 

a  common unders tand ing  by MBs on both  s i d e s  o f  t h e  A t l a n t i c  t h a t  

it w a s  impor tan t  t o  d i s semina te  informat ion w i t h i n  t h e  group. 

P r i n t  w a s  a d e s i r a b l e  t e chno log i ca l  s t e p  forward from a copybook 



ont t h e  noclon of c i r c u l a r i ï y  wzs zhe same; Soth  assrneci ana 

demanded t h a t  t h e  c o m u n i t y  sha r e  a practice o f  w r i t i n q  and 

read ing  i n  o r d e r  CO meet comnion goa l s ,  

I n  Novertber 1883, a t  the  annual  convent ion i n  Nebraska, it 

was agreed t h a t  t h e  i t i n e r a n t  p reachers  o f  t h e  American MB 

Conference would make t h e i r  work known t o  the  congregat ions  by 

sending t h e i r  r e p o r t s  t o  Bernard Pauls  o f  Coffey  C o , ,  Kansas who 

would check them ove r  and s e e  i f  chey could  be reproduced i n  a 

small paper  o r  perhaps  s e n t  on t o  an  e x i s t i n g  paper,  t h e  

Mennoni tische Rundschau. Nothing was forwarded t o  him, however, s o  
- 7 

nothing appeared.  -- 

The annual  meeting of O c t o b ~ r  1884, h e l d  i n  Kansas, ~ t r u c k  a 

corrunittee t o  pursue  pub l i sh ing  mat te r s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  need f o r  a 

" w r i t t e n  n i s t o r y n  of t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren  Church and t h e  

p u b l i c a t i o n  of Conference r e s o l u t i o n s .  Also, t h e  minutes recorded, 

"it is  t n e  wish o f  t h e  Conference t o  p u b l i s h  t h e  t r a v e l  r epo r t s  
- - 

and news from ou r  f i e l d s  o f  work" ." 

The three-rnember committee inc luded E l d e r  Abraham 

Schel lenberg ,  D i e t r i c h  Classen and John F. H a m .  H a m  had 

r e c e n t l y  jo ined  t h e  Mennonite Brethren by re-baptism and had been 

s e c r e t e r y  o f  t h a t  y e a r ' s  conference.  H e  was a l s o  t h e  e d i t o r  of  t h e  

Rundschau, while  managing a lumber bus ine s s  i n  t h e  v i l l a g e  of 

Canada, Kansas. T h e  committee now went ncourageouslyn t o  work, 

f irst  g e t t i n g  t h e  conference recornrnendations p r i n t e d  and then 

developing the plan f o r  â Conference p e r i o d i c a l .  They m e t  of ten ,  

H a r m s  r e c a l l e d ,  going through r e p o r t s  t h a t  had been s e n t  in. They 

d i s cus sed  p o s s i b l e  names f o r  t h e  new paper  t h e y  had conceived, and 



f i n a l l y  chose,  from v a r i o a s  " f i n e "  zâmes, t h e  rime ZlonsSo t s ,  

-. 
rneaning "messenger of Zion" ." S c h e l l e ~ b e r g  s e l e c t e d  a t e x t  from 

tne Old T e s t m e n t ,  and Classen  one from t h e  New,  Co scand on t h e  

- C 

l e f t  and r i g h t  sides r e s p e c t i v e l y  o f  the t i t l e  in t h e  masthead.-- 

Twenty-nine year-o ld  Harms would be e d i t o r .  

The Zionsbote was launched i n  1885 a s  a 4-page q u a r t e r l y  a t  

an  annua l  s u b s c r i p t i o n  p r i c e  o f  25 c e n t s .  I t  w a s  s e n t  t o  churches 

i n  bund les  and t h e n  d i s t r i b u t e d .  During t h e  f i rs t  two yea r s ,  the 

paper  w a s  p r i n t e d  a t  John F. Funk's Mennonite Pub l i sh ina  Company 

i n  E l k h a r t ,  Ind iana ,  which also produced t h e  Rundschau. I t  seems 

t h â t  the  Zionsbote appeared t w i c e  monthly d u r i n g  t h e  ÿea r s  1887 

and 1888.  H a m  and h i s  family had moved t o  McPherson, Kansas i n  

1887,  where he opened a p r i n t i n g  p l a n t .  From t h i s  t i m e  u n t i l  t h e  

Conference bought a p r i n t i n g  p r e s s  i n  1904, H a r m s  p r i n t e d  t h e  

paper  i n  his own es tab l i shment .  

The 1888 convention,  h e l d  i n  Kansas i n  Oetober,  agreed that 

"every bro ther  should  s u b s c r i b e  t o  t h e  paper"  and a l s o  now took "a  

l a r g e  s t e p  forward": t h e  paper  would become a weekly.'= The paper  

remained at f o u r  pages (wi th  two-page i ~ s e r t s  a t  va r ious  t imes f o r  

t h e  American s u b s c r i b e r s )  u n t i l  1904, when i ' L  expanded t o  e i g h t  

77 pages.-  The s u b s c r i p t i o n  p r i c e  was r a i s e d  t o  75 c e n t s  i n  1889, a n d  

Fncreased t o  S 1 i n  1893, the p r i c e  w a s  n o t  r a i s e d  a g a i n  u n t i l  

1920, when i t  i n c r e a s e d  t o  $ 1.50 p e r  year. 

C i r c u l a t i o n  i n  1889 was 800  c o p i e s ;  i n  1892,  1100 cop ies  were 

be ing  p r i n t e d .  B y  1897 t h e  number had r i s e n  t o  1435- By 1919, 

c i r c u l a t i o n  was 3500.'9 

"Ir is i n t e r e s t i n g , "  wrote Harms l a t e r ,  "what a l i v e l y  



F n r e r e s t  w a s  shown t ~ F s  u n p r e t e n t i o u s  Lictlo saper i n  Zuss ia  from 

the beginning.""  R e  c r e d i t e d  what ne saw a s  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  rapid 

p r o g r e s s  o f  t h e  p a p e r  t o  this p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  I n  1892, 625 cop ies  

were maiLed w i t h i n  Arnerlca, and 400 t o  Russ ia .  Roughly t h e  same 

p r o p o r t i o n s  a p p l y  to f i g u r e s  from 1897 and  1898--of some 1 4 3 5  

cop ies  p r i n t e d ,  632 were going Co Russ ia .  T t  seems t h a t  Russian 

s u b s c r i p t i o n s  i n c r e a s e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  f o r  some years ,  r each ing  

Detween 900 t o  1000, f o r  i n  1 9 0 4  H a m  wro te  t h a t  Russian 

c i r c u l a t i o n  had dropped by one t h i r d ,  t o  633 .30 Besides read ing  the 

Zionsbote, many Russ ian  MRs c o n t r i b u t e d  r e p o r t s  and l e t t e r s  t o  i t .  

S i n c e  no c o p i e s  b e f o r e  1890 are e x t a n t ,  it cannot  be known 

how t h e s e  i s s u e s  looked o r  what t h e y  c o n t a i n e d .  The appearance of 

t h e  ZionsSote i n  t h e  first e x t a n t  i s s u e s  r e v e a l  it was indeed an  

" u n p r e t e n t i o u s  l i t t l e  paper ."  It looks  p l a i n  and, by our 

s t a n d a r d s ,  somewhat amateur ish .  The c n s o p h i s t i c a t e d  appearance of 

t h e  Zionsbote underscored  t h e  sense t h a t  it was an  in- fami ly  organ 

produced by new and s t i l l - p o o r  se t t lers ,  and humbly understood and 

accep ted  f o r  what F t  was. When one s u b s c r i b e r  somewhat 

u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  complained i n  the 3 January  1 8 9 4  i s s u e  abou t  

how shabby " i n  p r i n t  and paper" t h e  Zionsbote was compared t o  a 

paper  l i k e  Herold der Wahrheit, t h e  e d i t o r  r e p l i e d  t h a t  t h e  

c r i t i c i s m  p a i n e d  him. O f  course  t h e r e  was much t o  be d e s i r e d ,  he 

s a i d ,  b u t  t h e  s t a t e  o f  the t r e a s u r y  r e q u i r e d  t h a t  t h e  cheapes t  

paper  be  used,  and a s  f o r  t h e  p r i n t ,  n o t h i n g  b e t t e r  was p o s s i b l e  

on a hand p r e s s ;  t h e  Herold,  he s a i d ,  w a s  p r i n t e d  on a c y l i n d e r  

p r e s s  c o s t i n g  t e n  times as  much a s  h i s . "  

Aïthough the  paper  g r a d u a l l y  improved i n  appearance,  perhaps  



as Hams could a f f o r d  more v a x i e t y  i n  typefaces ,  t h e  paper 

r e f l e c t e d  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  what was by 1902 "an o ld ,  used, 

complete ly  inadequate  p r i n t i n g  p r e s s . "  H a i r m s '  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  he 

cou ld  n o t  carry cn  under t h e s e  cond i t i ons  f i n a l l y  galvanized t h e  

Conference t o  act on something t h e y  had been contemplat ing for 

some time, that is, inves tment  i n  t h e i r  own p r i n t i n g  press ."  The 

machines were purchasod i n  1 9 0 3  and s e t  up i n  a  bu i l d ing  i n  

Medford, Oklahoma, where Harms K a s  l i v i n g  a t  t h e  t i m e .  (After 

Harms ' r e s igna t i on ,  t h e  p l a n t  moved t o  McPherson, Kansas, and then  

i n  1 9 1 3  t o  Hi l l sboro ,  Kansas.)  

As f o r  con t en t ,  t n e  Zionsbote, b e f i t t i n g  a  church organ, 

con ta ined  a r t i c l e s  o f  a d e v o t i o n a l  o r  t h e o l o g i c a l  na tu re ,  news 

from congregat ions ,  r e p o r t s  of  conference meetings,  Sunday schoo l  

convent ions  and Song f e s t i v a l s ,  accounts  o f  i t i n e r a n t  preaching 

miss ions ,  r e p o r t s  and announcements. The f r o n t  page o f t e n  opened 

w i t h  a poem and an a r t i c l e  o f  a t h e o l o g i c a l  o r  i n s p i r a t i o n a l  

n a t u r e ,  I t  sometimes c a r r i e d  a con t i nu ing  s e r i e s ,  such a s  a study 

o f  t h e  Lord 's  p r a y e r  o r  o t h e r  b i b l i c a l  t o p i c s ,  and t h e  Mennonite 

Bre th ren  Confession of F a i t h .  Depending on what had come i n ,  t h e  

r e s t  o f  t h e  paper  con ta ined  w r i t i n g  from church "correspondents",  

l e t t e r s ,  pe r sona l  accoun ts  of convers ion  o r  o t h e r  exper iences ,  and 

t r a v e l  r e p o r t s .  T h e  headings f o r  mernber-submitted m a t e r i a l  were 

gene r i c ,  such as  "My Conversion" o r  "A Trave l  Report" o r  were 

s imply  des igna ted  by p l a c e  o f  o r i g i n ,  such as "Out of Russia."  The 

Zionsbote used newspaper forms such  a s  c o l m s  and headings, b u t  

r e t a i n e d  e p i s t o l a r y  convent ions  i n  many o f  i ts  r e p o r t s ,  p r i n t i n g  

t h e  w r i t e r ' s  s a l u t a t i o n ,  opening apo log i e s  o r  explanat ions ,  and 



persona1 c l o s i n g .  

ALthough it w a s  obvious from what people  wrote t h a t  t h e  

Zionsbote was deep ly  a p p r e c i a t e d ,  and that, f u r t h e m o r e ,  t h e  

Conference was committed t o  a paper  of i t s  own, t h e  early decades 

were a s t r u g g l e -  More chan once, d i s c u s s i o n  a t  t h e  annual  

conference  urged t h a t  eve ry  " b r o t h e r "  subscribe- The endeavor 

s t r u g g l e d  f i n a n c i a l l y  f o r  most of H a r r n s '  t e n u r e .  I t  f r e q u e n t l y  

b a r e l y  broke even o r  f a c e d  t h e  year-end i n  a d e f i c i t  p o s i t i o n .  

Hams charged f o r  c o s t s ,  b u t  c o n s i d e r e d  h i s  own work a v o l u n t a r y  

s e r v i c e .  When funds pe rmi t t ed ,  he was g iven  an honorarium; it 

ranged from $ 25 t o  $ 50. If  peop le  p a i d  t h e i r  s u b s c r i p t i o n s ,  the 

paper  g e n e r a l l y  c a r r i e d  i t s e l f ,  b u t  e v e r y  y e a r  many s u b s c r i b e r s  

were i n  a r r e â r s .  

I n  t h e  1 January  1896  i s s u e ,  n o t i n g  a d e f i c i t  from t h e  p a s t  

y e â r  o f  $ 142.23, e d i t o r  Hams comrnented t h a t  payment could  ha rd ly  

be expected  £ r o m  some very  poor  r e a d e r s  i n  new se t t l e rnen t s ,  ana  

t h a t  t h e  Conference had a " b r o t h e r l y  o b l i g a t i o n n  t o  be oL h e l p  t o  

t h e s e .  But, he added more s h a r p l y ,  "1 cannot  understand how 

r e a d e r s  who are no t  s o  poor and s t i l l  d o n r t  pay live with  t h e i r  

conscience ."  H e  kept  the p r i n t i n g  p r i c e s  a s  low as  p o s s i b l e ,  he  

s a i d ,  and t h e r e  w a s  no th ing  l e f t  f o r  the e d i t o r i a l  work; he f e l t  

"[mlany members of  o u r  comrnunity do n o t  t r e a s u r e  t h e  f a c t  enough, 

tnat w e  have Our own paper ."  

The Zionsbote a l s o  s t r u g g l e d  f o r  m a t e r i a l .  Reading t h e  paper 

was e a s i e r ,  more p l e a s a n t ,  came t h e  frequent apology, t h a n  w r i t i q  

i t .  Readers complained when t h e r e  w a s  t o o  much RAusgewaehltes" o r  

r e - p r i n t e d  m a t e r i a l  from o t h e r  papers ;  t h e y  wanted " o r i g i n a l "  



material, c h a t  is, m a t e r i a l  wr ic ton by fellow-merrbers. Tb,e eci i tor  

made f requen t  p l e a s  for p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  a t  t n e  annual  conventions 

and in p r i n t .  Even tua l ly  a systern o f  designated correspondents  w a s  

e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  many congregât ions  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  seemed t o  

s t a b i l i z e -  A t  t h e  end of  t h e  e leven th  year  o f  product ion,  18 

December 1895, t h e  e d i t o r  r e f l e c t e d  t h a t  he f e l t  l i k e  parefits who 

on t h e  b i r t h d a y  o f  t h e i r  weak I l -yea r -ch i ld  w e r e  moved t o  " p r a i s e  

and thanks t h a t  t h e  Lord had helped t hus  f a r  and saved t h e  c h i l d  

from death ,  b u t  a t  t h e  same t i m e  looked s a d l y  a t  t h e i r  prec ious  

g i f t  from God and s ighed  i n  p rayer  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ' s  f u l l  hea l th . "  

I n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e ,  t h e r e  w a s  d i s c e r n i b l e  development 

i n  t h e  paper.  H a r m s l  r eques t  (sornetime before  1890 )  t h a t  people 

write about t h e i r  conversions s t a r t e d  a genre t h a t  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  

pub l i c a t i on  o f  hundreds o f  such accounts  between 1890 and 1906, 

producing a t  t i m e s  a backlog o f  m a t e r i a l .  T r ave l  r e p o r t s  

increased.  There w a s  s t i l l  m a t e r i a l  taken from elsewhere ( t h e  

B a p t i s t  m i n i s t e r  Spurgeon was a f a v o r i t e ,  for example) but  

gene ra l l y  rnucn of  t h e  paper  was w r i t t e n  within t h e  group, a s  

people p r e f e r r e a .  

Innovat ions  appeared f rom t i m e  t o  tirne. Conversion s t o r i e s  

have a l r eady  been mentioned, which may have u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y  

s h i f t e d  t h e  burden of t h e  paper somewhat from t h e  "mission" e f f o r t  

of preachers  t o  t h e  exper iences  of o rd ina ry  members. A t  var ious  

s t r e t c h e s ,  t h e  Zionsbote c a r r i e d  s h o r t  news e x c e r p t s  from the  

n a t i o n a l  and  world s t a g e .  (This  f e a t u r e  might have depended on t h e  

e d i t o r l s  a v a i l a b i l i t y  t o  read and summarize t h e  i t ems . )  A 

"Quest ion  and Answer" f e a t u r e  ran  f o r  some t i m e .  A t  s e v e r a l  



p e r i o d s  the ZionsSote Fncludeci a "Beilagew o r  inserc which  was 

s e n t  o n l y  t o  the s u b s c r i b e r s  on t h e  Arnerican c o n t i n e n t .  The first 

x t e m p t  â t  t h i s  supplernent series covered t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  

i n  Russ ia ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  the p e r s e c u t e d  S t u n d i s t s  

(Russ ian  C h r i s t i a n s  who had l e f t  t h e  Orthodox f a i t h ) .  A l a t e r  

r e g u l a r  i n s e r t  o r  supplement, a l s o  f o r  Arnerican r e a d e r s ,  had a 

sornewhat more n a t i o n a l  f l a v o r ,  even i n c l u d i n g  some a d v e r t i s e m e n t s ,  

i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  commentdry a b o u t  Russia  t h a t  could n o t  be  

i n c l u d e d  i n  a paper  going t o  t h a t  country .  

The purchase by t h e  Conference of a new p r e s s  i n  1 9 0 4  marked 

a m i l e s t o n e  i n  t h e  p a p e r l s  development- The number of  regular 

pages doubled ,  t h e  p r i n t  w a s  e a s i e r  t o  read ,  and Harms w a s  h i r e d  

as s a l a r i e d  e d i t o r  and manager, The paper  w a s  given a new 

masthead--a drawing o f  a wa l l ed  c i t y  of  Middle Eas te rn  appearance  

--and a new o r g a n i z a t i o n  of m a t e r i a l ,  under c a t e g o r i e s  such  a s  

"Miss ionn,  " C o r r e s p o n d e n ~ e ~ ~ ,  "Current  World N e w s " ,  l lExper iencesw,  

"Sunday School" and s o  on. Many people  wrote t o  c o n g r a t u l a t e  the 

paper  on i t s  "new d r e s s "  as well a s  e x p r e s s i n g  a sense  of g r e a t  

conf idence  abou t  i t s  f u t u r e .  

J'ohr? F.  Harms, e d i t o r  

John F. Hams was a key figure i n  t h e  founding and p r o g r e s s  

o f  t h e  Zionsbote. He was born  i n  Kleefe ld ,  Molotschna, Sou th  

Russ ia  on A p r i l  29, 1855, t h e  only ch i ld  o f  a well-to-do V o l l w i r t  

(full landowner) , Jacob and Anna (Foth  I s a a k )  ~arms . 33 H e  was a 

p recoc ious  ch i ld ,  l e a r n i n g  t o  r e a d  and w r i t e  and  add f i g u r e s  t o  

100  b e f o r e  beginning schoo l .  I n  E i n e  Lebensreise, H a m '  account 



of  hFs first 23 y e a r s  i n  Russ i a ,  ne ÙescriDed h i s  enormous 

appetite f o r  books and l e a r n i n g .  H e  b u i l t  up a s m a l l  pe r sona l  

l l b r a r y  of c h i l d r e n ' s  and youth books through purchases  from a 

C h r i s t i a n  b o o k s e l l e r .  A t  e i g h t ,  he r e c a l l e d ,  h i s  f a t h e r  gave him 

Bunyan ' s Pilgrim 's Progress i n  German, which a f  fected him deeply  . 

John a l s o  read h i s  f a t h e r  's  books, inclizding Hofackers ' sermons, 

B a x t e r t s  Ewige Ruhe, t h e  K l e i n e s  Maertyrerbuch and Wandelnde 

~eele.'~ H i s  f a t h e r  was a "zealous reader" o f  t h e  Sueddeutsche 

Warte, a  p a p e r  p u t  o u t  by Chr is toph Hoffrnan, founder  o f  t h e  

Templar Movement, and s o  t h e  son read t h i s  paper  

Jâcob  p e r m i t t e d  John t o  a t t e n d  schoo l  beyond t h e  elementary 

l e v e l ,  rnainly t o  mas te r  t h e  Russian language f o r  t h e  purposes o f  

farm b u s i n e s s ,  b u t  he did n o t  s u p p o r t  John ' s  a s p i r a t i o n s  f o r  s t i l l  

f u r t h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  A f t e r  a  s p i r i t u a l  crisis d u r i n g  a near-death 

e n c o u n t e r  wi th  typhus,  John acquiesced t o  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  wishes, i f  

n o t  t o  £ a m  a t  l e a s t  t o  t e a c h  l o c a l l y .  But, he admit ted ,  i t  had 

" c o s t  a great e f f o r t  t o  stép down £rom t h e  dream o f  u n i v e r s i t y  

p r o f e s s o r  t o  v i l l a g e  t e a ~ h e r . " ~ ~  

T h i s  w a s  n o t  J o h n ' s  o n l y  a r e a  o f  d i f f e r e n c e  w i t h  h i s  father .  

A s  a c h i l d  John w a s  a t t r a c t e d  t o  t h e  f l e d g i n g  Mennonite Brethren 

movement and t h e i r  Sunday school  because  h i s  c l o s e s t  schoo l  

f r i e n d s  w e r e  from t h e s e  f a m i l i e s .  The families a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  

Bre th ren  were from t h e  l a n d l e s s  o f  J o h n ' s  v i l l a g e  and h e l d  t h e i r  

meetings i n  homes; t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  were a  c o n s t a n t  i r r i t a t i o n  t o  

John 's  p a r e n t s  and he was forbidden t o  have a n y t h i n g  t o  do with 

t h e  c h i l d r e n  o u t s i d e  o f  scho01 ,~ '  L a t e r ,  i n  t h e  colony crisis over 

l and ,  John's sympathies  w e r e  wi th  t n e  l a n d l e s s  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  



h i s  f a t h e r ,  who as l e a d i n g  member of t h e  f u l l  landowners was, t h e  

son  f e l t ,  " t o o  much under  t h e  i n f l u e n c e "  of t h e  l and  baron P e t e r  

ScLnidt. John was n o t  a b l e  Co convince h i s  f a t n e r  of t h e  i n j u s t i c e  

o f  t h e  landowners7 p o s i t i o n ,  even though he  had developed h i s  

arguments by purchas ing  and s e c r e t l y  reading  s e v e r a l  times t h e  

pamphlet w r i t t e n  by Abraham Thiessen ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t h e  

l a n d l e s s  in l e g a l  proceedings  i n  S t .  Petersburg,  about  the cause  
- A  

of t h e  l a n d l e s s  . '' 

I n  s p i t e  of John ' s  d iminished dreams, he l a t e r  wrote that his 

f ive y e a r s  t e a c h i n g  i n  t h e  v i l l a g e  schoo l  of L i c h t f e l d e  were, 

except f o r  1876, ve ry  happy ones .  I n  t h e  unhappy y e a r  of  1876, h i s  

f i r s t  w i f e ,  whom he had rnarried i n  1873, and t h e i r  two c h i l d r e n  

a l 1  d i e d  w i t h i n  t h e  space  o f  two months. A t  t h e  end o f  1876, John 

rnarried Margaretha I s a a c ;  t h e y  had s i x  c h i l d r e n  and t h e  mar r i age  

l a s t e d  4 5  years u n t i l  h e r  d e a t h  i n  1921. 

I n  1878, John and Margaretha, a long  w i t h  h i s  p a r e n t s ,  

emigra ted  t o  America. Five of John ' s  uncles  a s  w e l l  as two o f  

Margare tha ' s  b r o t h e r s  had gone e a r l i e r ,  which undoubtedly 

i n f l u e n c e d  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n .  John l a t e r  expressed h i s  reason f o r  

l eav ing ,  however, a s  an  uncornfortable awareness, through his 

t r a v e l s  and h i s  wider r e a d i n g  i n  newspapers and books, t h a t  t h e  

Rüssians l i v i n g  around t h e  colonies "hated  us Germans; w e  were too  

well-off and a roused  t h e i r  envy." There was, h e  n o t i c e d ,  a c t i v e  

"propaganda" o f  t h i s  sen t imen t s3 '  H e  was a l s o  aware o f  and 

d i s t u r b e d  abou t  t h e  p e r s o c u t i o n  o f  t h e  S t u n d i s t s .  

It is  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  g i v e n  h i s  persona1 i n c l i n a t i o n  t o  p r i n t  

materials, t h a t  John H a m  became in te res t ec i  i n  p u b l i s h i n g  work i n  



t he  N e w  World, jacob Eams Dought Jonn and h i n s e i f  a farm in 

Mountain Lake, Minnesota but John soon r e a l i z e d  aga in  t h a t  R e  w a s  

no t  a farmer, tnough he would r e t u r n  t o  t h i s  vocat ion  a t  varioris  

tirnes throughout  h i s  l i f e ,  H e  and Margaretha moved i n t o  town, 

where he  conducted a s m a l l  p a r o c h i a l  schoo l  and developed a p l a n  

t o g e t h e r  wi th  a Mennonite merchant t o  s t a r t  a German newspaper. 

John would w r i t e  and e d i t ,  t h e  o t h e r  m a n  would supply t h e  funas, 

and printing would be done i n  S t .  P a u l .  Th i s  did not  r n a t e r i a l i z e ,  

but  when t h e  oppor tun i ty  came t o  a s s i s t  John F. Funk i n  h i s  

p r i n t i n g  es tab l i shment  John s e i z e d  it and moved h i s  family t o  

E l  kha r t ,  Ind iana ,  Funk w a s  beginning t h e  Mennoni tische Rundschau, 

an outgrowth o f  t h e  NeSraska  Ansiedler .  H i s  young a s s i s t a n t  edited 

t h i s  paper  for s i x  years ,  two yea r s  wh i l e  a l s o  s tudy ing  a t  

Cvange l ica l  College i n  Naperv i l l e ,  I l l i n o i s  and over a year whi le  

l i v i n g  and working i n  t h e  v i l l a g e  o f  Canada, Kansas. 

I n  t h e  1 0  February 1886 Rundschau, H a m  announced t h a t  it 

was h i s  "duty" t o  withdraw £ rom t h e  job,  a move he had n o t  sought, 

no r  found easy .  Publishes Funk wanted t h e  e d i t o r i a l  and p roduc t i on  

f u n c t i o n s  closer t o g e t h e r  and H a r m s  cou ld  no t  agree  t o  r e t u r n i n g  

t o  E l k h a r t .  H e  s a i d  he  f e l t  l i k e  a f a t h e r  abandoning b i s  child to 

t h e  care of o the r s ,  apo log ized  f o r  any o f f ence  he rnay have causea  

i n  h i s  work, wished t h e  paper w e L l  and  urged r e ade r s '  con t i nu ing  

suppo r t .  Funk fol lowed w i t h  some a d d i t i o n a l  exp l ana t i ons  f o r  t h e  

change, say ing  i t  had no t  happened with "a l i g h t  heart." H e  

o f f e r e d  no p r a i s e  f o r  t h e  e d i t o r ' s  work over  t h e  p a s t  years, 

nowever, which sugges t s  t h e r e  may have been more reasons  thari 

e f f i c i e n c y  for  t h e  change. 



John and Mzrgaretha Rad haà a r e i i g i o u s  c o n v e r s i o n  e x s e r i e n c e  

i n  E l k h a r t  and j o i n e d  t h e  (Old) Mennonite Church t h e r e ,  buc now 

tbe i r  l o y a l t i e s  had  s h i f t e d  10 t h e  Mennonite Brethxen.  John F.'s 

c o u s i n  John Xarms had been part o f  a r e v i v a l  i n  t h e  H i l l s b o r o ,  

Kansas area t h a t  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  format ion  o f  a new Mennonite 

B r e t h r e n  c o n g r e g a t i o n .  When John and Margaretha moved t o  Kanszs 

t h e y  began t o  worship  w i t h  t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren ;  they jo ined  by 

immersion bap t i sm on June 29, 1884. 

Harms now gave h i s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  e n e r g i e s  t o  t h e  Mennonite 

Bre th ren  Church. Besides p u b l i s h i n g ,  he was i n v o l v e d  i n  n e a r l y  

e v e r y  a s p e c t  of the  Conference l ife,  i n c l u d i n g  i t i n e r a n t  

p reach ing .  H e  s a t  on  t h e  Board o f  Fore ign  Miss ions ,  w a s  g e n e r a l  

s e c r e t a r y  of  t h e  Conference,  and promoted v a r i o u s  e d u c a t i o n  

projects .  I n  1906-8 he worked among Russian immigrants  i n  

Saskatchewan and l a t e r  founded t h e  Herber t  B i b l e  School .  H e  a l s o  

had a prominent role i n  re l ief  e f f o r t s ,  a t  f i rst  t o  causes  such a s  

t h e  S t u n d i s t s  and t h e  Armenians, and then  t o  needy Mennonites i n  

Russ ia .  

These a c t i v i t i e s  were n o t  h i s  means o f  l i v e l i h o o d ,  however- 

For t h i s  he fell bsck  on teaching o c c a s i o n a l l y ,  and a l s o  t r i e d  

farming at v a r i o u s  p l a c e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  Oklahoma and Saskatchewan. I n  

1887, however, he bought  a press o f  h i s  own and d u r i n g  t h e  nexc 10 

years did p r i n t i n g  jobs and p u b l i s h e d  a r e g i o n a l  German paper ,  t h e  

Anzeiger ( v a r i o u s l y  c a i l e d  t h e  Marion County Anzeiger o r  the 

Hillsboro Anzeiger, as w e l l  a s  a n o t h e r  paper, the McPherson 

Anzeiger). Between 1885 and 1887,  t h e  Kansas Mennorrites founded 

f i v e  German-language newspapers; o n l y  Harmsr Anzeiger l a s t e d  more 



thon f i v e  yeo r s -  I n  these papers ,  Z a m s  plzyed an active cac 

i n f l u e n t i a l  r o l e  i n  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e ,  H i s to r i an  James Juhnke wrote 

i n  A Pecple o f  Two Kingdoms: The P o l i  t i c a l  Acculturation of tne 

Kansas Mennoni tes: 

Those who knew Hams i n  h i s  l a t e r  yea rs  did 
n o t  remember hirn a s  a  man o f  s t r ong  p o l i t i c a l  
i n t e r e s t s .  I n  t h e  decade £rom 1887 t o  1897,  however, 
his c o n t r o v e r s i a l  newspaper e d i t c r s h i p  w a s  the 
most visible--and p o s s i b l y  t h e  most s i gn i f i c an t - -  
p o l i t i c i z i n g  f o r c e  among t h e  Kansas Mennonites-. .  
i n  t h e  n a t i o n a l  campaign o f  1888  ... Harms was an 
outspoken p r o t e c t i o n i s t  who grounded h i s  argument 
i n  an openly n a t i o n a l i s t i c  p o i n t  of view ...[ he] 
adv i sed  h i s  r e ade r s  t o  v o t e  a s t r a i g h t  Republican 
t i c k e t  i n  t h e  1888 e l ec t i on , . . ' "  

Although Harms had taken t h e  side of t h e  l a n d l e s s  i n  Russ ia ,  

he d i d  no t  suppor t  t h e  Farmer's A l l i ance  movement o r  t h e  Popu l i s t  

party. H e  s a w  t h e  a l l i a n c e  reforms as a kind of soc ia l i sm q u i t e  

un l ike  C h r i s t i a n  soc ia l i sm,  and thought  populisrn was dangerous 

because it would l e a d  t o  "a s t a t e  w e l f a r e - i n s t i t u t i o n  fo r  a l1  

people";  t o  him the  Republican p a r t y  r ep r e sen t ed  "moral i ty,  o rde r ,  

and j u s t i c e ,  ' '4 '  

Ha,= l a t e r  r e g r e t t e d  t h a t  he had become as p o l i t i c a l l y  

a c t i v e  a s  he had been, even bldming himself  t h a t  he had in t roduced 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  through h i s  papers;  "1 s e e  it 

d i f f e r e n t l y  now," h e  remarked i n  t h e  l a s t  decade of h i s  l i f e . "  

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  t h e  e d i t o r l s  "o the r  world" very  r a r e l y ,  though w i t h  

a few except ions ,  i n t ruded  i n t o  t h e  pages of t h e  Zionsbote. The 

Anzeiger was a commercial ven tu re ,  c a r r y i n g  s e c u l a r  and l o c a l  news 

f o r  t h e  wider German-speaking community, as we l l  a s  p o l i t i c a l  

opinion.  H a m s  encouraged people  t o  be informed and involved i n  

o t h e r  spheres ,  b u t  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  i d e n t i t i e s - - n a t i o n a l ,  r eg iona l ,  



ectinic, cnurch--bâd, Re seemea t o  s c g g e s t  by example, a  c i i sco~irse  

o f  t n e i r  own. Organs o f  communication c a r r i o d  the conversa t ions  o f  

p a r t i c u l a r  c o m u n i t i e s .  

L i k e  many Mennonite immigrants, t h e  Horms f a m i l y  moved 

s e v e r a l  tiines- They livec! i n  a f e w  p l a c e s  i n  Kansas, a l s o  

Oklahoma, t h e n  a f t e r  r e s i g n i n g  from t h e  Zionsbote business i n  

1'3C6, L L L O V ~ ~  t o  Edmonton, then  t o  Flowing Well, s o u t h  of Herbert ,  

Saskatchewan. Here Harms farmed, whi le  conauc t ing  B i b l e  c l a s s e s  a t  

t h e  Herber t  B ib le  School in t h e  w i n t e r s .  They moved t o  S e a t t l e ,  

Washington i n  1 9 1 8  and a f t e r  one y e a r  t o  Reedley, C a l i f .  A f t e r  

Margâretha's d e a t h  he mar r i ed  Adelgunda J o s t  P r ieb  and ret i i rned t o  

Hi l l sboro ,  and  a l s o  t o  t h e  work o f  a s s i s t a n t  e d i t o r  of t h e  

Zionsbote u n t i l  1934.  

Harms i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  paper between 1884  and 1 9 0 6  i n  s e v e r a l  

impor tant  ways. On t h e  one hand, he had a  l o n g  t e n u r e ,  produced 

t h e  paper  from h i s  own home, and c a r r i e d  a u t h o r i t y  a s  an ordained  

m i n i s t e r  and a c t i v e  churchnran. H e  was s t r o n g l y  i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  t h e  

paper .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, s i n c e  he w a s  p roducing  t h e  paper in 

a d d i t i o n  t o  many o t h e r  involvernents, h i s  d i r e c t i o n  may have been 

sornewhat haphazard; t h e  r e s u l t  was an u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d  but r a t h e r  

genuine conversa t ion  w i t h i n  t h e  group. H a r m s  w a s  a cornpetent, 

i n t e r e s t i n g  w r i t e r  h imsel f ,  as h i s  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  demonstrated,  b u t  

he  d id  not w r i t e  weekly " e d i t o r i a l s " .  How much a c t u a l  " e d i t i n g "  ne 

d id  i s  hard  t o  gauge; undoubtedly he made grammatical  c o r r e c t i o n s  

i f  necessary ,  bu t  he seems t o  have g iven  h i s  t y p e s e t t e r s  t h e  

m a t e r i a l  more o r  l e s s  as it came i n ,  however meandering o r  badly  

w r i t t e n  i t  might be. 



He d i d  provide some instruction 

shou ld  be done, however. For example, 

t h a t  r e âde r s  musc i d e n t i f y  themselves 

i n  che poper about  how things 

Harms f r e q u e n t l y  r e i r e r a t e d  

, even i f  t hey  wished t o  

remain anonymous i n  p r i n t .  "We must know who w e  are d e â l i n g  w i th , "  

he  would remind, adding, "Al1 pape r s  do t h i s . "  He i n s t r u c t e d  t h a t  

t r a v e l  r e p o r t s  needed something " f o r  t h e  hea r t "  and t h a t  

convers ion  exper iences  ought  t o  i n c l u d e  a c l e a r  b i b l i c a l  

founda t ion .  He s a i d  t h a t  " o r i g i n a l "  poe t ry  was ve ry  g l a d l y  

r e c e i v e d  when t h e  poe t  had, b e s i d e s  t a l e n t ,  some unders tand ing  o f  

language and grammar; "hobbl ing doggere l" ,  he said, shou ld  n o t  be 

s e n t  t o  ariy newspaper. And he had ha r sh  words f o r  tnose  w h o  copied  

o t h e r ' s  poet ry  and s e n t  i t  i n  under  t h e i r  own name; t h i s  w a s  

"s-t-e-a-1-i-n-g!" I n  t h e s e  ways H a m  d i r e c t e d  t h e  c o n t e n t  and 

d i s c o u r s e  of t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p u b l i c  conversa t ion .  

Communication, we noted  e a r l i e r ,  involves  a number o f  

cornponents, each o f  which has a d i s t i n c t  c h a r a c t e r  and h i s t o r y ,  

The i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  t h e s e  p a r t s ,  then ,  is a l s o  s p e c i f i c  and 

h i s t o r i c a l .  This c h a p t e r  has begun t o  draw a p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  Zionsbote a s  communication by o u t l i n i n g ,  i n  

brief, t h e  o r i g i n s  and development of t h e  paper a s  w e l l  a s  i t s  

producing and r e c e i v i n g  body, t h e  Mennonite Brethren.  W e  have seen  

t h a t  t h e  use o f  a p r i n t  medium f o r  r e g u l a r  communication w a s  new 

t o  t h i s  group, and t h a t  t h e  group i t s e l f  was r e l a t i v e l y  new. I t  

had d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  i t se l f  from the  l a r g e r  Mennonite community i n  

some important  ways. Furthermore, Mennonite Brethren were caught  

up i n  t h e  massive changes brought  about by migra t ion  t o  Arnerica, 



a s  well as the e s r a b l i s h i n g  of new s e t t l e m e n t s  there and i n  

Russ ia .  Aithough t h e  founding of a  paper  seemed a  good, even 

obvious ,  s o l u t i o n  f o r  r h e  communication needs o f  s c a t t e r e d  

congregâ t ions ,  t n e  Zionsbote's development over  t h e  p e r i o d  under 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n  r e v e a l e d  t h a t  it w a s  truly a  new form of  

conversa t ion ,  i n v o l v i n g  e f f o r t ,  s t r u g g l e ,  and l e a r n i n g .  The first  

e d i t o r ,  John F. RaL=, w a s  i n  many ways r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  

c o n s t i t u e n c y  and i t s  concerns  b u t  a l s o  i n f l u e n t i a l  i n  t h e  p rocess  

of l e a r n i n g  t o  converse  by p r i n t .  Ai1 of t h e s e  f a c t o r s  must be 

k e p t  i n  mind, and will be e l u c i d a t e d  f u r t h e r ,  a s  w e  t u r n  now t o  an  

a n a l y s i s  o f  how the new medium i n t e r a c t e d  with i t s  c o n s t i t u e n c y .  
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Chapter TWO 
Journey: Engagement with TFme and Space 

In 1950 Harold Innis inspired en intriguing line of inquiry 

in communica~ions history by proposing that societies have either 

a tirne or a space bias, that is, a particulâr cultural 

orientation, derived in part from their dominant mediums. Stone in 

ancient Egypt, he said, was a "heavy" time-biased medium, 

favouring a centralized religious culture of ritual and tradition- 

Papyrus introduced a "light" space-biased medium, which allowed 

for rnuch wiaer administration and control over space- Profound 

changes in Egyptian civilization, he showed, had coincided with 

shifts in the way communication interacted with time and space-- 

In the 1 9 6 0 ~ ~  media scholar and guru Marshall McLuhan 

declared "the medium is the message", and that message, he said, 

was the change of scale or pace or pattern proàuced by the 

medium.' Since then, scholars have undertaken a variety of 

explorations of this theme. James Carey, for example, considered 

tirne, space, and the telegraph; Carolyn Marvin looked at the 

impact of ele~tricity.~ Stephen Kern, in The Culture of T i m e  and 

Space 1880-1918 (1983), revealed how a plethora of changes in 

technology and culture between 1880 and 1918 had created new modes 

of thinking about time and space. Although he did not offer a 

single thesis that embraced a l 1  the shifts in orientation, Kern 

suggested that the affirmation of private tirne was the most 

important development for "time" and the levelling of traditional 

spatial hierarchies as the most important development for 

"spacen.' Carolyn Marvin's 1988 study of electrical comunication 



in the l a t e  nineceoncn century took a sorr~ewhat different âpproach, 

documenting the drama that occurs in society as "new mediaw are 

introduced ând as theFr use is publicly conteste& Significantly, 

she found that the contestation over electrical communication 

occurred in cerms of earlier, already familiar, communication 

divisions, "between oral-gestural and written modes-..between body 

and mind. "' 
These studies, though varied in their approach and 

conclusions, alert us to the fact that communication engages with 

real time and physical space in a particular way. The form, 

furthemore, shapes perceptions of these realities. As a 

consequence of its particular features as a medium (paper, print, 

periodical), then, the Zionsbote exhibited a specific interaction 

with time and space that affected its communication. 

The other cornponents of Zionsbote communication were also 

interacting with time and space in complex ways. The readers and 

writers of the paper were profoundly marked by the experience of 

migration and separation. This reality, both physical and 

psychological, shaped the content of the Zionsbote. A discourse of 

journey (Reise) dominated the paper in its early history. If we 

were to think of these decades of Zionsbote communication as a 

story, "journeyfr could, in fact, be described as its plot, as that 

whicn underlies, unifies, and rnoves everything else. 

Time and space are large and somewhat slippery concepts. 

This chapter can explore only some of their dimensions in the 

Zionsbote, as they adhered to the medium, the community, and the 

content. This exploration shows that the engagement with time and 



space was muiti-lay-ered, but will also scggest wnat the new rneaium 

made possible for the scattered Mennonite Brethren and what the 

discourse of journey meant in cheir lives, 

The Mennonite colonies of Russia during the first half of 

che nineteenth century were an agrarian or peasanr-like cornrnunity, 

relatively rooted and concentrated in space, oriented to the 

seasons and biblical calendar, oral communication, and religious 

ritual. By the Latter half of the century this society was 

undergoing tremendous changes that affected their experience of 

time and space. Problems of landlessness and innovations in their 

technological world awakened a desire for, need of, and the 

cpportunity to occupy "other" space. A rail line £rom Kharkov to 

Sevastopol brought rail access to the Mennonite colonies of 

Chortitza and Molotschna In 1875; in the 1890s branch lines 

extended this service into the  colonie^.^ Increased contact with 

the outside world through greater mobility and print media 

challenged the previously isolated and relatively narrow 

intellectual and religious "space" of Mennonite life. 

Perhaps the most decisive factor in the changing orientation 

to time and space, however, and one that is foundational to 

understanding the communication of the Zionsbote in its first 

decades, was migration. As already noted, about one third of 

Russia's Mennonites left for America in the 1870s. This move 

separated Mennonites geographically, putting a huge distance and 

also another element--water--between them. 

The migration also represented ei psychological separation. 

The "contrast in temperamentw between those for whom the "moral 



choice"  i s  t o  scay and chose f o r  w h a m  F t  is t o  leâve is central CO 

the s t u d y  of emigra t ion ,  said immigrat ion n i s t o r i a n  Frank 

T h i s t l e t h w â i t e -  While Mennonites i n  Russia  responded v e r y  

d i f f e r e n t l y  t o  changes i n  t h e i r  h i s t o r i c  r i g h t s  and p r i v i l e g e s ,  

bo th  sides couched t h e i r  d e c i s i o n s  i n  r e l i g i o u s  o r  mora l  t e rms-  

The Mennonites who emigrated i n  groups, led by congrega t iona l  

officiais and g e n e r a l l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  i n  r e s p e c t  t o  change, 

cons ide red  t h e i r  d e p a r t u r e  a rnatter of conscience;  t h e y  r e f u s e d  

m i l i t a r y  p a x t i c i p a t i o n  o f  al1 k inds .  E l d e r  Gerhard Wiebe, l e a d e r  

o f  t h e  Bergtha l  Mennonites who s e t t l e d  i n  Manitoba, compared h i s  

p e o p l e ' s  m i g r a t i o n  t o  Israel's escape  from E g ~ p t . ~  H i s t o r i a n  P . M .  

F r i e s e n ,  who s t a y e d ,  a l s o  c la imed God f o r  h i s  s i d e .  H e  spoke o f  

t h o s e  who l e f t  as  " the  most extreme element ,  i ncapab le  of a God- 

w i l l e d  and God-permitted c l o s e r  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  Russian society, 

u s i n g  the p r e t e n s e  of t h e  i n v i o l a b i l i t y  of  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  

consc ience .  . . "" 

Those who s t a y e d  accused emigran t s  o f  g reed  and f a l s e  hopes 

abou t  t h e  promises of A m e r i c a ;  t h o s e  who left cons ide red  Russian 

Mennonites cornplacent. John F. Harms s a i d  he l e f t  because he 

sensed  t h e  growing h a t r e d  among Russians d i r e c t e d  a t  t h e  German 

Mennonites. Many could no t  see t h e  "menacing danger" a round thern, 

he  said. On a r e t u r n  v i s i t  t o  Russ ia  i n  1898 he had n o t i c e d ,  he  

wrote  l a t e r ,  t h a t  t h e  Mennonites "he ld  f a s t  t o  t h e i r  comfor tab ie  

l i v e s  and would not l e t  themselves be warned."1° 

Whatever t h e  mot iva t ion ,  m i g r a t i o n  opened a rift i n  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  community; it was, a s  h i s t o r i a n  Harry Loewen p u t  it, "a 

house divided.""There had been long-term t e n s i o n s  among Russian 



Mennonites over  Land, ecirrcâiion, ~ g r i c - d c u r z i  reforms, znd 

r e i i g i o u s  practice; mig ra t i on  grew o u t  of t he se  t en s ions  and 

F r r e ï r i e v a b l y  widened them, 

T h e  psycho log ica l  impact  o f  t h e  s epa rd t i on  has been v i v i d l y  

i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  a work o f  f i c t i o n  based on a c t u a l  even t s  and 

people ,  Peter G. Epp's 1932 Agatchen: A Russian Mennonite Mother's 

Story. The e l d e r l y  n a r r a t o r  recalled the g r e a t  migra t ion  t o  

America: t h e  r e s t l e s s n e s s ,  t h e  fears, t h e  meetings and "enciless 

d i s cus s ions " ,  t h e  " q u a r r e l l i n g  and b i cke r ingw a s s o c i a t e d  w i t n  i t .  

"Those were a i f f i c u l t  t i m e s , "  s h e  sâid. Auction s a l e s ,  normal ly  

h e l d  when someone had d i ed ,  w e r e  h e l d  now by those  l e av ing .  Harsh 

and b i t t e r  words were spoken; each  s i d e  p r e d i c t e d  the o t h e r  woüld 

r e g r e t  t h e i r  choice  . 

T h e  o i d  womn recalled t h e  day her s i s t e r  and family 

depa r t ed .  "The sobbing and t h e  weeping were hear tb reak ing  ... 

Slowly t h e  t r a i n  began t o  move and g r a d u a l l y  i t  d i sappeared  from 

s i g h t ,  And t h en  t hey  w e r e  gone, never  t o  be seen aga in  i n  t h i s  

l i f e , "  The emigrants  headed i n t o  the unknown t o  make new l ives f o r  

themselves ,  and t hose  who remained had t o  cont inue  wi th  t h e i r s .  

For t h e  f i rst  year ,  s h e  said, " t h e  t o p i c  o f  conversa t ion  was t h e  

n e w s  from t h e  New World. F t  t ook  a lmost  a year  be fore  w e  cou ld  
- - 

resume l i f e  ... with a l 1  o u r  former conf idence  and f a i t h . " l  

The "moral" and p sycho log i ca l  a s p e c t s  of migra t ion  posed 

p a r t i c u l a r  cha l l enges  t o  t h e  Mennonite Brethren,  which t h e  

Zionsbote communication, a s  w i l l  be  seea l a t e r  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  

t r i eà  t o  overcome. The group had formed r e l a t i v e l y  r e c e n t l y ,  and 

t h e  c i rcumstances  of t h e i r  o r i g i n  and development had l e f t  them 



feelizç soinewhat beieaguered in ï h e  i a r g e r  Xerizonite soc i e ty ,  orrd 

a l s o  justifies i n  t h e i r  cause.  They cons idered  each othex 

"b ro the r s  ând sisters" i n  à new Mennonite f ami ly -  One's s i b l i n g s  

who were no t  MB wouid be referred t o  z s  " n a t u r a l  b ro the r s  ana 

sisters"; o t h e r  Mennonites n i g h t  be c a l l e d  "b ro the r s  i n  t h e  

f l e s h . "  The p e r i o d  of t h e  migra t ion  was one i n  which t h e  Mennonite 

a r e t n r e n  w e r e  t r y i n g  t o  e s t a b l i s h  themçeives a s  a  v i a b l e  and 

s t a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e  i n  Russian Mennonite s o c i e t y .  It was 

unders tandably  u rgen t  t o  maintain un i ty .  

Extensive  mig ra t i on  a l s o  occur red  w i t h i n  each con t inen t .  

Although t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  r e - l o c a t e  t o  a  new se t t l emen t  seemea t o  

c â r r y  less moral opprobrium than  t h e  one t o  s t a y  i n  o r  leave 

Russia,  t h e s e  moves f u r t h e r  s e p a r a t e d  people  geographical ly ,  o f t e n  

by g r e a t  d i s t a n c e s ;  t hey  too produced l o s s  and pa in .  A s  e a r l y  a s  

t h e  1860s Mennonite Brethren had moved t o  t h e  Kuban a r e a  of t h e  

Caucasus, where t h e  gove rmen t  had g ran t ed  them l and  f o r  a  

s e t t l e m e n t  because of t h e  t e n s i o n s  t h e  Mennonite Brethren schisrn 

bad caused in t h e  mcther co lon i e s .  A group o f  Mennonites, captured 

5y c h i l i a s t i c  i d e a s ,  embarked i n  1880 on a t r e k  eastward t o  

Central  Asia t o  f i n d  a p lace  t o  wa i t  f o r  J e s u s '  Second Coming. 

M e n n o ~ i t e s  s eek ing  better economic o p p o r t u n i t i e s  moved t o  new 

se t t l e rnen t s  i n  t h e  Ukraine, t h e  Crimean Peninsula ,  t h e  Caucasus, 
- - 

t h e  Volga reg ion ,  and a f t e r  1 9 0 0  t o  v a r i o u s  p l a c e s  i n  S ibe r i a , - '  

The Mennonites who rnigrated t o  America i n  t h e  1870s 

immediately d i s p e r s e d  t o  a  v a r i e ~ y  of l o c a t i o n s  i n  t h e  p r a i r i e  

reg ion ,  For Mennonite Brethren,  t h e  pe r iod  a f t e r  1890 was markeci 

by t h e i r  r a p i d  expansion i n t o  t h e  con t inuous ly  advancing f r o n t i e r :  



northward Fnto North Dakota, Manitoba, ana Saskatchewan; southward 

t o  Oklahoma and Texas; and westward t o  Colorado, Oregon, and, 

a f t e r  1900, C a l i f o r n i a .  Aïthough many immigrant f ami l i e s  s t ayed  

where they  f i r s t  s e t t l e d ,  many o t h e r s  moved, even s eve ra l  t i m e s .  

One account  of t h e  movernent of Mennonite Brethren connected with 

t h e  congregat ion a t  Kirk, Colorado may i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  exper ience  

- .  
of many on both  con t inen t s . - '  

A t  t h e  end o f  the 1 8 8 0 ~ ~  s e v e r a l  Mennonite Brethren f ami l i e s  

moved t o  Kirk from Nebraska. Some f a m i l i e s  f r o m  Kansas jo ined them 

i n  1890 and i n  1892 the migration from Kansas began i n  e a r n e s t .  

The motive w a s  

t o  possess  o n e ' s  own sod; those  who previously  
j u s t  r e n t e d  in Kansas o f t e n  never knew i f  they  
would have t h e i r  farm t h e  nex t  yea r  and who one 
would have t h e  nex t  yea r  f o r  neighbor o r  as church 
rnember. I n  Colorado there was s t i l l  much cheap 
government l and  ava i l ab le .15  

T h e  group o rgan ized  a s  a Mennonite Brethren congregation.  

D i f f i c u l t  yea r s  fol lowed,  wi th  drought  and c rop  f a i l u r e .  Some 

r e t u r n e d  t o  p l a c e s  t h e y  had l e f t .  Many f a t h e r s  and grown sons  were 

fo r ced  t o  go sou th  t o  t h e  Arkansas River  t o  f i n d  work a t  t h e  

f r e i g h t  yards .  The yea r  1896  y i e l d e d  good c rops  but 1897 was vory 

d ry .  That year  t e n  families emigra ted  i n  1 4  covered wagons t o  

Texas. 

This  group sett led i n  Wes t f i e ld ,  some 15 miles no r th  of 

Houston, where s e v e r a l  o t h e r  Mennonite f a m i l i e s  had loca t ed .  Tt 

w a s  a b e a u t i f u l  region,  though t h e  l a n d  w a s  no t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

p roduc t ive  wi thout  f e r t i l i z a t i o n .  The younger farmers w e r e  w i l l i n ç  

t o  adapt t o  l o c a l  methods, b u t  t h e  u n f r i e n d l i n e s s  of t h e  a r e a ' s  

r e s i d e n t s ,  an  outbreak o f  ma l a r i a ,  and t h e  1 8 9 9  t i d a l  f l ood  



d i scouraged  thon; fcLmilies Segan ï o  l e a v e  in groups and ny 

December 1899  al1 w e r e  i n  Enid o r  Corn, Oklahoma, among t h e  

Mennonite Bre th ren  t h e r e ,  s r a r t i n g  over  once a g a i n .  

Although t h e  migra t ing  Mennonites u s u a l l y  s o u g h t  l o c a t i o n s  

where t h e y  cou ld  l i v e  a s  a g r i c u i t u r a l i s t s  and which would 

r e p l i c a t e  f a m i l i a r  t e r r a i n  and p l a n t  c r i l tu res ,  t h e i r  rnoves 

i n e v i t a b l y  brought  them through,  o r  i n t o ,  very dif ferent  t e r r a i n  

w i t h  d i f f e r e n t  clirnatic c o n d i t i o n s .  Space f o r  t h e   enn no nit es was 

becoming a much l a r g e r ,  more d i v e r s e ,  sometimes c o n t e s t e d ,  and 

d i v i d e d  e n t i t y .  

Migra t ion  a l s o  brought its p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n t o  new e x p e r i e n c e s  

of tirne, such  as t r a v e l l i n g  much l o n g e r  and o f t e n  much f a s t e r  t h a n  

t h e y  had b e f o r e .  Th i s  t r a v e l  invo lved  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  w a i t i n g  and 

e n f o r c e d  i d l e n e s s ;  t h e  Mennonite t r a v e l l e r s  had " t ime  o n  t h e i r  

hands".  The r r ig ran t s  had t o  be "on t h e "  o r  would miss t h e i r  ship 

o r  t r a i n .  P ionee r ing  meant s t a r t i n g  a g a i n  "from t h e  b e g i n n i n g . "  I n  

te rms o f  p e r s o n a l  t i m e ,  migrants  sha red  a p a s t  w i t h  t h o s e  t h e y  

l e f t ,  b u t  w e r e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  choosing a n o t h e r  f u t u r e .  M i g r a t i o n  

meant  t h a t  t h e y  would, wi th  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  s t a n d a r d  t i m e  a t  

t h e  end o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry ,  soon l i v e  i n  rnany d i f f e r e n t  

t i m e  zones.  ( I n  1884, t h e  P r i m e  Meridian Conference i n  Washington 

e s t a b l i s h e d  Greenwich a s  "ze rom mer id ian . )  Mennonites i n  Russia  

and America, f u r t h e m o r e ,  l i t e r a l l y  l i v e d  i n  d i f f e r e n t  t imes  of 

the c a l e n d a r  yea r :  Russia fo l lowed t h e  Julian c a l e n d a r  and d id  n o t  

adop t  t h e  Gregor ian  ca lendar  used i n  America u n t i l  t h e  Russian 

Revolut ion  of 1917. i" 

Every r e a d e r  of t h e  Zionsbote knew sornething o f  t3e 



exper ience  o f  mig ra tFon  pe r sona l l y .  Nearly e v e r y  r e a d e r  i n  ArnerFva 

was an  immigrant, o r  t h e  c h i l d  o f  immigrants-  I n  both  America and 

Russia,  everyone had f a m i l y  o r  f r i e n d s  o r  a cqua in t ances  on t h e  

o t h e r  con t i nen t ,  everyone had s a i d  goodbye, e i t h e r  t o  t nose  

l e av ing  t h e  cornmunity o r  because they  themselves  had moved on. 

Everyone knew what was meant by t h e  d e s i g n a t i o n s  o f  " o l d  home" 

(alten H e i m a t )  and "new home" (neuen Heimat) . A s  a r e l i g i o u s  

community, they  a l s o  understood t h e  express ion ,  "home aboven 

(oberen H e i m a t ) .  I t  is n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  then  t h a t  t h e  Zionsbote of 

1884  t o  1906  r e v e a l s  an i n t e n s e  engagement w i t h  t i m e  and space, 

seek ing  t o  overcorne t h e  l o s s e s  o f  s epa ra t i on ,  t o  manage t h e  new 

exper iences  t h a t  moving r equ i r ed ,  and t o  mainta in-- i f  poss ib le- -  

t h e  va lues ,  c l o s e n e s s ,  and comfort  t h e i r  e a r l i e r  h i s t o r y  had 

al lowed.  

The Zionsbote o f f e r e d  a s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problerns of 

d i s t a n c e -  Its gen iu s  a s  a l i g h t ,  paper,  p r i n t  medium was t h a t  it 

c o ~ l d  t r an scend  geography. V i a  a p l e t h o r a  o f  new t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  

networks, it reached t o  a l1  t h e  p l a c e s  t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren  had 

s c a t t e r e d .  I n  i ts  a b i l i t i e s  of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  and reproduc t ion  i n  

print it could  set  t h e s e  p l a c e s  s i d e  by side, a s  i t  w e r e ,  i n t o  one 

new p l a c e  where people  could  m e e t .  I t  c r e a t e d  i n  e f f e c t  a new 

"imaginedm Mennonite Brethren cornmunity." Through it Maria Wiebe 

of  Bingham Lake, Minnesota, for example, had now "seen and heard" 

t h e  ve ry  il1 Mrs. Enns o f  Sparrau,  Russia; s h e  commiserated deeply 

and s e n t  a l e t t e r  t o  t h e  Zionsbote saying S O - ' ~  She had, she  said, 

a l s o  prayed f o r  M r s .  Enns, an a c t  even less t ime and space  bound 

t han  read ing  and writing. 



The weekly four pages Ead some of the same emotional and 

tactile quality of the former handwritten and handsewn itinerant 

ministersr reports, but with a significznt difference. The "newsn 

was centrally organized, mediated, and uniformly printed. Pririt 

meant that the text was no longer "hostage to the material fate of 

a single physical surface."15 This news circulated to everyone at 

the same tirne; print could foster a sense that the participation 

in the communicatlon w a s  simultaneous. 

The act of reading the paper would have been an experience 

of participating in a comnon text across time and space, but was 

probably also a private experience. Although the paper might be 

shared within the family or with neighbors, it did not have to be 

signed off on a circuit to others. Print, communications theorist 

Walter Ong said, serves individualism; it creates "a new sense of 

the private ownership of words."'" 

The paper was published weekly, every Wednesday, 
. - 

establishing a regular and predictable rhythm in communication--- 

This was not the large urban newspaper with its rapid, seemingly 

breathless rhythm of daily information and advertising, with space 

and time even more diminished by the impact of the telegraph on 

news-gathering, The Zionsbote stood between that and the intimate, 

less regular medium of the personal letter. Throughout the period 

the reports and stories by readers were published with epistoiary 

features intact: the date of the writing, the salutation (usually 

to "Dear Zionsbote," sometimes to the editor), opening greeting or 

"apologyn, and closing benedictions and personal identification. 

It reflected the time lag of mail communication (larger for the 



4 4  

overseas audience), but still, the paper was a reguiar ching; F t  

came out "new" 50 times a year, the only breaks being the weeks of 

Christmas and the annual autumn Mennonite Brethren conference in 

Arnerica. 

The Zionsbote also interacted with time and space through 

the theme of Reise or journey. This theme inhabited many layers of 

the paper's discourse, and emerges as the predominant motif of the 

Zionsbote during the period under study. 

The paperrs own name implies travel. "Bote" means rnessenger. 

Zionsbote correspondents sometimes referred to their contribution 

as "giving something along on the trip" or "circuit" O£ the paper. 

"Zion" was a figurative place of spiritual belonging but also the 

heavenly destination one travelled toward on life's pilgrimage. 

The concept of life as pilgrimage is also an old and 

familiar one in Christianity. Versed in biblical stories of 

journey, Mennonites readily understood and embraced the symbol of 

pilgrimage.'"n his memoirs, which he called his Lebensreise or 

"life's journey", editor John F. Harms wrote that reading John 

Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress as a child had a powerful impact on 

his life? Many Mennonites were also familiar with Johann 

Heinrich Jung-Stilling's Heirnweh, a novel of longing for a 

spiritual homeland, and Der Wandelnde Seele (The Wandering Soul). 

Zionsbote correspondents often signed off as a Mitpilger or 

"fellow pilgriml'. Funeral  reports reminded readers one's life was 

only a journey. Death was described as having ausgepilgert, 

literally "pilgrimed out" of the world. The many conversion 

stories printed in the Zionsbote also fit the classic journey 



n a r r a t i v e ,  "with t h e  n o r r a t o r  po i sed  between s i n  and damac ion ,  o r  
-. 

b e l i e f  an& s a l v a t i o n , "  moving a t  l a s t  from danger t o  s a f e ty , - '  

Besides t h e  language o f  journey (reisen) and p i lg r image  

(pilgern: woven i n t o  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  a r e  t h e  many t r a v e l  accounts  

t h a t  t h e  paper c a r r i e d -  T h i s  w r i t i n g  grew ou t  o f  t h e  l i v e d  r e a l i t y  

o f  t h e  comrnunity and w a s  s t r a t e g i c ,  p a r t  of  t h e  reason t h e  paper 

e x i ~ t e d - ~ '  Based on t h e  Index o f  t h e  Zionsbote, t h e r e  were a t  

l e a s t  320 t r a v e l  â ccoun t s  ove r  t h e  pe r i od .  The Index i s  v e r y  

i nadequa t e ly  compiled, however, and t h e  amount o f  w r i t i n g  t h a t  

r e l a t e s  t o  journey of some k i n d  w a s  even g r e a t e r  than  t h i s  f i g u r e  

i n d i c a t e s  .'6 

The Zionsbote c o n t a i n e d  accounts  o f  f o u r  kinds of t r a v e l :  

i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t r y  t r i p s ,  v i s i t s  t o  o t h e r  p l ace s ,  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  

t r i p s ,  and migra t ion  journeys .  The most numerous were t h e  r e p o r t s  

o f  i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t e r s .  A t  t h e i r  annual  conferences  i n  Russia and 

America, t h e  cong rega t i ona l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  ass igned  m i n i s t e r s  t o  

t r a v e l  t o  o t h e r  a r e a s ,  pe rhaps  f o r  s e v e r a l  weeks o r  months ( o f t e n  

i n  w i n t e r  when F t  was p o s s i b l e  t o  l e a v e  t h e  fa rm) ,  t o  conduct  

meetings and do house visi ts .  (This  w i l l  be d i scussed  i n  m o r e  

d e t a i l  i n  chap t e r  3 ) .  These r e p o r t s  o f t e n  de sc r i bed  t h e  journey t o  

t h e  a s s igned  l o c a t i o n ,  t h e  work done o r  exper iences  t h a t  took 

p l ace  a t  t h e  s i t e ,  and b r i e f l y ,  t h e  r e t u r n  home. The t r i p ,  and i t s  

r e p o r t ,  had a c i r c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e ,  

Another kind o f  t r a v e l  w r i t i n g  a r o s e  from v i s i t s  t o  o t h e r  

communities- Some o f  t h e  key l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  church of Russ ia  o r  

America undertook l e n g t h y  v i s i t s  t o  t h e  o t h e r  country,  e i t h e r  by 

i n v i t a t i o n  o r  on t h e i r  own i n i t i a t i v e .  These v i s i t s  were recounted 



n a r r a t i v e ,  "with t h e  n a r r a t o r  poised  between s i n  and damnacion, O E  

- I 

b e l i e f  and s a l v a t i o n , "  moving at i a s t  from danger  t o  saEety.- i  

Besides t h e  language of  journey (reisen) and pi lgr image 

( p i l g e r n )  woven i n t o  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  a r e  t h e  many t r a v e l  accounts 

t h â t  t h e  paper  c a r r i e d .  This  w r i t i n g  grew o u t  of t h e  l i v e d  r e a l i t y  

o f  t h e  community and w a s  s t r a t e g i c ,  p a r t  o f  t h e  reason  t h e  paper 

ex i s t ed . "  Based on t h e  Index o f  t h e  Zionsbote, t h e r e  were a t  

l e a s t  320 travel accoun t s  over  the p e r i o d .  The Index is  ve ry  

i n a d e q u a t e l y  compiled, however, and t h e  amount o f  w r i t i n g  that 

r e l a t e s  t o  j ourney o f  some kind w a s  even g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h i s  f igure  

i n d i c a t e s  .46 

The Zionsbote c o n t a i n e d  accounts  o f  f o u r  k inds  of t r ave l :  

i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t r y  t r i p s ,  v i s i t s  t o  o t h e r  p l a c e s ,  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  

t r i p s ,  and migra t ion  journeys.  The most numerous were t h e  repor t s  

of i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t e r s .  A t  t h e i r  annual  confe rences  i n  Russia and 

America, t h e  c o n g r e g a t i o n a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  a s s i g n e d  min i s t e r s  t o  

t r a v e l  t o  o t h e r  a r e a s ,  perhaps f o r  s e v e r a l  weeks o r  months (o f t en  

i n  w i n t e r  when it w a s  p o s s i b l e  t o  l e a v e  the f a m ) ,  t o  conduct 

meetings and do house v i s i t s .  ( T h i s  w i l l  be  d i s c u s s e d  i n  more 

d e t a i l  i n  c h a p t e r  3 )  . These r e p o r t s  o f t e n  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  journey t o  

t h e  a s s i g n e d  l o c a t i o n ,  t h e  work done o r  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h a t  took 

p l a c e  a t  t h e  s i te ,  and b r i e f l y ,  t h e  r e t u r n  home. The t r i p ,  and i t s  

r e p o r t ,  had a c i r c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e .  

Another kind o f  t r a v e l  w r i t i n g  a r o s e  from v i s i t s  t o  o ther  

communities. Some of  t h e  key l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  church  of Russia  or 

America undertook l e n g t h y  v i s i t s  t o  t h e  o t h e r  coun t ry ,  e i t h e r  by 

i n v i t a t i o n  o r  on t h e i r  own i n i t i a t i v e ,  These v i s i t s  were recounted 



i n  t h e  ZionsSote-  Other  people a l s o  made v i s i t s  "5ack home" o r  " t o  

Arnerica", o r  t o  new se t t l eme~ts  i n  t h e i r  own country ,  u s u a l l y  t o  

v i s i t  r e l a t i v e s -  They t o o  might w r i t e  a n  account  o f  t h e i r  

exper iences  f o r  t h e  church paper .  These t r i p s  sometimes i n c l u d e d  

t o u r i s t - t y p e  s t o p s  a l o n g  t h e  w a y .  T r i p s  t o  t h e  annual  conference  

were a l s o  f r e q u e n t l y  desc r ibed ,  a s  w e l l  a s  v a r i o u s  side v i s i t s  

such t r a v e l  might  o f f e r .  

Land s e a r c h e s  o r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  o f  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  o t h e r  

a r e a s ,  e i t h e r  i n d i v i d u a l l y  o r  commissioned by groups,  w e r e  a n o t h e r  

ca tegory  of t r a v e l  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  Zionsbote, Even b e f o r e  t h e  

Mennonite B r e t h r e n  developed t h e i r  own miss ions  program, b u t  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  a f t e r  it, t h e r e  were miss ion  journeys, either t o  o r  

from t h e  " f o r e i g n  f i e l d "  o r  f o r a y s  w i t h i n  the  program country. 

A f o u r t h  and impor tant  kind o f  t ravel  w r i t i n g  concerned the 

migra t ion  journey,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  c h a i n  migra t ion  f r o m  Russ ia  

throughout  t h e  p e r i o d ,  o r  accounts  o f  people rnoving e lsewhere  

w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t i n e n t m L 7  These had a l i n e a r  s t r u c t u r e ,  u s u a l l y  

beginning w i t h  t h e  sorrow of  t h e  farewell, moving through t h e  

" s t a t i o n s n  and d i f f i c u l t i e s  of  t h e  journey, and ending g r a t e f u l l y  

wi th  t h e  a r r i v a 1  a t  t h e  d e s t i n a t i o n .  

Two sample t r a v e l  accounts  f o l l o w  t h a t  w i l l  set  t h e  con texr  

o f  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  what happened when p r i n t  m e t  journey and how 

t h i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t i m e  and space .  One is t h e  r e p o r t  o f  an i t i n e r a n t  

mission,  t h e  o t h e r  is a  migra t ion  account .  

David Dyck (1846-1933) w a s  a m i n i s t e r  who emigra ted  wi th  ;?Fs 

fami ly  from R u s s i a  t o  Marion County, Kansas i n  1876. H e  t hen  movod 

t o  Colorado, and on t o  Manitoba i n  1895. ( H e  l a t e r  moved t o  



Waldheim, Saskatchewan.) This a c c o u n t ,  in che 27 July 1898 

ZionsSote, t e l l s  of h i s  t r i p  t o  t h e  Rosthern, Saskatchewan a r e a  t o  

miriister t o  Mennonite Brethren s e t t l e r s  there- H e  was then  52 

years  o l d .  

It w a s  on June 20, a t  12  o ' c l ock  noon, 
t h a t  I bade f a r ewe l l  t o  my d e a r  ones and a l s o  
s e v e r a l  Geschwister a t  ~ h e  t r a i n  s t a t i o n  i n  
Rosenfeld, Manitoba, i n  o rder  t o  s e t  ou t  on 
my trip t o  Rosthern.  Af te r  s e v e r a l  hours t h e  
t r a i n  brought m e  t o  Winnipeg where 1 had t o  
w a i t  for a while.  A t  7:10 i n  t h e  evening t h e  
t r a i n  left Manitoba's main s t a t i o n .  1 now had 
t h e  oppor tun i ty  t o  look a t  t h e  region much 
more than i n  winter ,  because he re  i n  t h e  no r th  
the  day is  very  long i n  t h i s  season-  West o f  
Winnipeg l i es  â s t r e t c h  of much low land, 
which on t h a t  account i s  not  ve ry  populated. 
But a l i t t l e  f u r t h e r  one f i nds  s e t t l emen t s  i n  
f u l l  bloom, e s p e c i a l l y  a t  Portage l a  P r a i r i e  
and a l s o  a t  o t h e r  p l a c e s [ . ]  During t h e  n igh t  
w e  haa r a i n  and s t r o n g  wind. I n  Wolseley, 
where w e  a r r i v e d  a t  6 i n  the rnorning, two 
f r e i g h t  c a r s  had been thrown o f f  t h e  r a i l r o a d ,  
a s  we l l  a s  s e v e r a l  l i g h t  bu i ld ings  blown over, 
by the  n i g h t ' s  s torm- Evidence t h a t  t h i s  
occurs  l e s s  o f t e n  i n  t h e  nor th  than t h e  south .  
I n  Regina, t h e  Mounted Pol ice  from t h e  Eas t  
side were s tand ing  a t  t h e  t r a i n  s t a t i o n ,  wait- 
i n g  f o r  an important  person, who did not ,  
however, a r r i v e .  O h  people of God, a r e  you 
f i n e l y  d ressed  too,  wai t ing f o r  your King? 
From here  one t r a v e l s  almost s t r a i g h t  no r th  
some 200 miles t o  Rosthern i n  a mixed t r a i n .  
The Geman se t t l emen t ,  most of  it occupied 
on ly  t h i s  sp r ing ,  begins  j u s t  a l i t t l e  no r th  
of  Osler ,  some 2 4  miles south  o f  Rosthern. 
Chi ldren £rom many houses came and peered 
eagerly through t h e  t r a i n  windows, t o  s e e  
i f  t h e r e  was a f a m i l i a r  face. I had s ea t ed  
myself on t h e  s t e p s  and thought: how t h e  
human h e a r t  longs  f o r  reunion wi th  those  one 
g r i eved  t o  l eave .  O h  you o ld  world with your 
woes o f  s e p a r a t i o n  and much else! When w i l l  
w e  be done with you? A t  8 o ' c lock  t h e  t r a i n  
s topped i n  Rosthern and 1 had reached my 
d e s t i n a t i o n -  1 s p o t t e d  s eve ra l  familiar 
f ace s  a s  soon as 1 disembarked, ones I had 
grown t o  love,  among t h e n  a l s o  B r .  F ischer ,  
who t h e n  took m e  t o  h i s  home, where a f t e r  
a ve ry  p l e a s a n t  n i g h t ' s  rest w e  met t h e  



m x t  day, e d i f i e d  [eraautea, lit. "Du i l t  üp"] 
one another  and made t h e  scheau le  f o r  ny work 
here .  Then, accompanied by Gesch. Karl  
F i schers ,  w e  v i s i t e d  va r ious  families i n  
Waldheim. Also made plans about holding a 
meeting.  But because a n  engagement w a s  t o  be 
c e l e b r a t ê d  i n  t h e  house where s e r v i c e s  a r e  
u s u a l l y  held,  w e  def  e r r e d  t h i s  . Towards evening 
1 had t h e  oppo r tun i t y  t o  go a long w i th  B r .  Anton 
Hoeppner t o  h i s  home- That  n i g h t  and t h e  next  
aay w e  had a l o t  of r a i n .  But it c l e a r e d  up 
enough s o  t h e  dea r  b r o t h e r  could  b r i n g  m e  t o  
Gesch, Eichendorfs  towards evening. Saturday 
w e  made some house v i s i t s .  V i s i t e d  Gesch. 
Tobias Schmidts, who j u s t  set t led here, t h e i r  
b r o t h e r  K. Schmidt and P e t e r s .  Sunday, w e  had 
a r e l a t i v e l y  wel l -ar tended s e r v i c e .  1 went 
along wi th  Gesch. Franz Siemens f o r  n igh t ;  
p r e s e n t l y  rnost of  t h e  Geschwister live i n  
t h e i r  a rea .  That is a l s o  where d a i l y  meetings 
w e r e  t o  be he ld  Che fo l lowing  week. Monday 
w e  v i s i t e d  t h e  G .  Andres where 1 had g r e e t i n g s  
t o  d e l i v e r ,  I n  t h e  a f t e rnoon  from 5 t o  6 w e  
had a s e r v i c e  a t  Gesch. Bins.  There w a s  a 
f r e s h  grave mound by t h e  garden g a t e  cover ing 
t h e  bones o f  t h e  o l d  B r .  Hins; he has f i n i s h e d  
h i s  course,  and we?-- 

Tuesday t h e  28 th  of J u l y  w e  v i s i t e d  t h e  
f & l y  [ ? ]  Elder  Peter Reqier  where w e  m e t  t h e  
b r i d a 1  couple and o t h e r  people we knew- I n  t h e  
a f t e rnoon  w e  aga in  had a s e r v i c e -  After t h a t  
w e  went f o r  t h e  n i g h t  t o  t h e  North Saskatchewan 
River  t o  observe t h e  f i s h i n g  and, i f  pos s ib l e ,  
h e l p  along. But t h e  weather  was no t  s u i t a b l e  
and a f t e r  p u l l i n g  i n  s e v e r a l  f i s h  w e  had 
t o  seek  refuge from t h e  r a i n  a t  Gesch, Peter 
Hoeppners, 4 miles from t h e  r i v e r .  Enjoyed 
ou r se lve s  i n  the d r y  indoors  wi th  f r i e d  s turgeon 
j u s t  as much a s  i n  t h e  r a i n  nea r  t h o s e  s epa ra t ed  
from us by deep water .  The nex t  morning two 
o f  them, one of 33 and one o f  17 pounds, took 
t h e  b i t e ;  t h e  f i r s t  would make t h e  t r i p  t o  
Manitoba with m e ,  Cn Weànesday t h e r e  w a s  
ano ther  meeting a t  Gesch. Eichendorfs ,  12  
mi l e s  southwest.  Thursday t h e r e  was ano the r  
meeting a t  Gesch. Hins and Fr iday a t  Gesch. 
Fischers .  Saturday s e v e r a l  f a n i l i e s  w e r e  
v i s i t e d ,  o rde r s  d e l i v e r e d  i n  Rosthern, and 
s o  on. The immigration o f  Russians from Ga l i c i a  
is s t r o n g l y  underwayE;] i n  Rosthern t o o  
t h e r e  were 3 f r e i g h t  c a r s  on a side r a i l  
occupied by t h e s e  people .  The Russian way of 
doing t h ings  was ve ry  obvious.  Sunday, J u l y  3 ,  
w e  had meetings be fo re  and a f t e r  noon. W e  



concluded wi th  t h e  meal o f  che Lord [cornmunion] 
and t h e n  it was t h e  t o  s a y  goodbye. May t h e  
Lord give a l s o  t h e  Geschwister i n  t h e  Northwest 
t h e  grace t o  f u l f i l l  t h e  a p o s t l e t s  words: Make 
e v e r y  e f f o r t  t o  keep t h e  u n i t y  of t h e  S p i r i t  
t h r o u g h  t h e  bond o f  peace. Gesch- P e t e r  Penners 
had t o  bury  t h e i r  l i t t l e  s o n  Peter r e c e n t l y ,  
which caused a wound i n  t h e  fami ly  t h a t  s t i l l  
h u r t .  Where are  you, oh land,  where t h e r e  i s  
no l o n g e r  any grave  mound? 

Otherwise t h e r e  is n o t h i n g  p a r t i c u l a r  
t o  r e p o r t  from t h e  Geschwister .  I saw them a l 1  
i n  t h e i r  houses.  

Monday, a t  3:30, 1 s a i d  farewell t o  t h e  
l a s t  b r o t h e r  a t  t h e  Rosthern t r a i n  s t a t i o n  and 
headed towards home. There w e r e  seven t r a v e l l i n g  
t o  Regina who o f t e n  sang Russ ian  songs and 
a r o u s e d  i n  m e  a remembrance o f  t h e  oLd homeland, 
1 a r r i v e d  home s a f e l y  on Tuesday, J u l y  5. Found 
m y  d e a r  ones w e l l ,  and we were g r a t e f u l ;  a l s o  
v a r i o u s  Geschwister  immediately d e l i g h t e d  us 
w i t h  p l e a s a n t  v i s i t s .  

To a l 1  t h e  Geschwister  and f r i e n d s ,  I Say 
Thankyou v e r y  much and may God repay  your love  
and  h e l p f u l n e s s  wi th  heavenly blessing. 

The h a r v e s t  p r o s p e c t s  t h e r e  [Rosthern area] 
l o o k  good aga in ,  and many have n i c e l y  recovered 
[presumably from re - se t t l ement ]  and a r e  w e l l  o f f .  
Because t h e r e  is no deb t  f o r  Land [ t h i s  was 
homestead c o u n t r y ] ,  t h e  income goes f a r t h e r .  It 
would be v e r y  d e s i r a b l e  t o  have a t e a c h e r  [ m i n i s t e r ? ]  
from o u r  b r e t h r e n  move t h e r e .  Should he n o t  be 
a b l e  t o  make h i s  l i v i n g  there, where s o  many 
o t h e r s  do? Oh Lord, send workers  i n t o  your vine-  
y a r d .  Warm g r e e t i n g s  t o  a l 1  bound t o g e t h e r  wi th  
me ,  David Dyck. 

Jakob and Maria Kroeker and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  emigrated £rom 

t h e  Molotschna colony i n  Russia  i n  1902. M a r i a  d e s c r i b e d  t h e i r  

journey f o r  t he  Zionsbote, where i t  was p u b l i s h e d  20 August 1902.  

Unlike most accoun t s  of t h i s  n a t u r e  s h e  d id  n o t  d e s c r i b e  t h e  

f a r e w e l l ,  b u t  began d i r e c t l y  wi th  their d e p a r t u r e .  

W e  l e f t  Russia  A p r i l  6, t h a t  is, from 
Margenau. W e  had no t r a v e l  companions, b u t  
w e  thought ,  people  would n o t  be a b l e  t o  
p r o t e c t  us anyway i f  t h e  Lord did n o t  do it. 
A t  2 o ' c l o c k  w e  reached P r i s c h i p ,  bought 
t i c k e t s  t o  Odessa; t h e y  c o s t  1 6  r u b l e s ,  40 
kopeck. With God's he lp  we a r r i v e d  i n  Odessa 



on Monday. W e  Looked a t  var ious  s i g h t s ,  which 
meant a  l o t  t o  us; we were t h e r e  an e n t i r e  
day. My husband went t o  t h e  [ t r a v e l ]  agen t  and 
1 s tayed  i n  t h e  gues t  house with my  ch i l d r en .  1 
watched t h e  b u s t l e  of t h e  people and thought: 
how b l i n d  t h e  people a r e ;  they run h i t h e r  and 
yon and do not  know what they a r e  running towards- 
We pa id  f o r  t h e  t r i p  t o  New York 2nd i n  t h e  
evening were brought t o  t h e  t r a i n  and, wi th  God's 
help,  depar ted ,  1 thought,  oh i f  on ly  t h e r e  
was such a rush t o  t h e  g a t e  of t h e  narrow way, 
then it would be a s  it i s  wr i t t en ,  namely 
t h a t  some 3000 were added i n  one day [Acts 2:41]. 
Well, may t h e  Lord g r a n t  t h a t  many s t i l l  e n t e r  
t h a t  door,  From t h e r e  we l e f t  i n  t h e  evening 
and went t o  Alexandrowo, t h a t  is, t o  t h e  Russian 
border.  The next  morning we t r a v e l l e d  £rom t h e r e  
t o  t h e  f irst  German border  c i t y ,  O t t l o t s c h i e .  
There we g o t  t h e  t i c k e t s  t o  Antwerp; we a l s o  g o t  
some bad informat ion t he r e ,  bu t  t h e r e  was 
nothing w e  could do about  it, We expected t o  
a r r i v e  A p r i l  13 i n  t h e  morning, bu t  w e  on ly  
a r r i v e d  a t  3 i n  t h e  af ternoon and by then  t h e  
s h i p  was gone. So w e  had t o  s t a y  t h e r e  u n t i l  
t h e  fo l lowing Saturday. I t  was t h e  E a s t e r  week 
and t h e  time seemed very  long t o  us. But we 
go t  through it, though it  was a l s o  q u i t e  expensive, 
2 4  rub les .  W e  boarded t h e  s h i p  a t  9 i n  t h e  
morning and soon l e f t ,  and every th ing  went w e l l .  
We soon a t e  lunch, went up and dom,  bu t  suddenly 
1 f e l t  s o  s i c k ,  1 l a y  d o m  i n  bed, bu t  had t o  
throw up. Oh, 1 thought,  i f  t h i s  i s  how it  w i l l  
be t h e  whole tinte, I d o n ' t  know how 1'11 do it. 
But t h a t  i s  exac t l y  how it was. W e  went f u r t h e r  and 
f u r t h e r  i n t o  t h e  ocean, t h e  water  was s o  
r e s t l e s s ,  and t h a t  is  how it was wi th  t h e  
s ickness .  Sornetimes it was a l s o  q u i t e  stormy, 
and t h e  waves pounded over  t h e  sh ip .  W e  could  
not  g e t  around t h e  s h i p  without  holding on. 
When we l a y  on our  beds it seemed a s  i f  we 
might suddenly fa11 out ,  t h e  s h i p  rocked 
s o  much. It was as i f  w e  were l y i n g  i n  a 
c r ad l e .  T h e r e  was nobody of our  people on 
t h e  s h i p  and we were always a lone.  Otherwise 
t h e r e  were many people, about a  thousand 
persons.  But it went good and a l s o  bad 
on t h e  s h i p ,  The people were a l 1  s o  s i c k ,  we 
simply could not  s t a y  below, w e  a l 1  had t o  go 
on t h e  deck i c t o  t h e  a i r .  M y  husband was s i c k  
only  t h r e e  days. The c h i l d r e n  were n o t  
a f f e c t e d  a t  a l l ,  f o r  which 1 was glad.  As 1 
l a y  il1 on my bed 1 thought: O God, have 
mercy on us ,  i f  you do no t  b r i ng  us over,  
we w i l l  p e r i s h .  But t h e  Lord had mercy on us 



and took u s  s a f e l y  over ,  
On t h e  6 t h  and 7 t h  daÿs o f  crave1 people  

w e r e  a l r e a d y  looking i f  t h e r e  was any tn ing  t o  
see [of l a n d ] .  The first t h i n g  w e  s a w  w a s  a 
sh ip ,  b u t  my, what a cry:  "There, t he r e ,  a s h i p !  " 
And when w e  f i r s t  saw land,  they  s c r e m e d ,  
"Land! Land! " Now [we knewl t h e  Lord had brought  us 
s a f e l y  a c r o s s .  On t h e  9 t h  day, a t  9 o ' c l o c k  
i n  t h e  morning w e  were r e l e a s e d  from t h e  ship, 
God be thanked. I n  New York w e  were treated 
l i k e  c a t t l e :  t h e y  he ld  us  back wi th  cords  
and p u t  us behind i r o n  ba r s .  But t h a t  was 
f o r t u n a t e ,  w e  did no t  know where t o  go, s o  w e  
were imprisoned.  Then, w e  came once a g a i n  t o  
t h e  r a i l r o a d .  The first day 1 thought,  t h i s  i s  
even worse t h a n  t h e  sh ip .  The t r a i n  swung 
back and f o r t h  s o  much w e  occas iona l l y  thought  
i t  would t i p  over .  Suddenly i t  was complete ly  
da rk  i n  t h e  t r a i n -  Oh, 1 thougnt,  t h i s  is t h e  
end. 1t w a s  s o  da rk  1 could  no t  see my 
c h i l d r e n -  But soon it was l i g h t  again .  After 
we had t r a v e l l e d  some 3 days w e  aga in  d rove  
through a mountain [ t u n n e l ] ,  bu t  it s t a y e d  
l i g h t  enough t h a t  1 could  s e e  t h e  window. 
Our goal w a s  Harvey, North Dakota. We a r r i v e d  
t h e r e  t h e  evening of May 16.  Now w e  were 
d e l i v e r e d  £rom t r a v e l l i n g .  Towards t h e  end 
1 could h a r d l y  w a l k ,  my feet w e r e  swol len  and 
1 had such a headache 1 did no t  know what t o  do 
with mysel f -  

So w e  a r r i v e d  May 27  a t  t h e  b r o t h e r ' s .  We 
p lan  t o  s t a y  he re  u n t i l  autumn, then  w e  are 
planning,  t h e  Lord w i l l i ng ,  t o  move t o  Saskatchewan. 

1 want t o  g i v e  n o t i c e  i n  t h i s  way t h a t  
we are i n  A m e r i c a ,  because w e  have p a r e n t s  and 
s i b l i n g s ,  f r i e n d s  and acquaintances ,  i n  Russ ia .  
[Maria c l o s e s  w i t h  a paragraph of  r e f l e c t i o n  
on t h e  p a r a b l e  of  t h e  T e n  Vi rg ins ,  which s h e  
says  has been meaningful t o  he r ]  . Also g r e e t i n g s  
t o  a l 1  r e a d e r s  o f  t h e  Zions-Bote from your 
sister p i lg r i rn  t o  t he  heavenly Canaan. Jakob 
and Maria Kroeker. 

From the se  accounts ,  and t h e  many o t h e r s  l i k e  it i n  t h e  

Zionsbote, w e  can cons ide r  t h e  fo l lowing  ways i n  which t h e  

d i s cou r se  around journey r e l a t e s  t o  tirne and space.  

F i r s t ,  t h e  communication of  journey i n  t h e  Zionsbote 

r e l e n t l e s s l y  p l o t t e d  t h e  p o i n t s  o f ,  and desc r ibed  t h e  spaces  o f ,  



t h e  n e w  Mennonite Brethren world. When Jacob Giesbrecht  t r a v e l l e d  

from Russia t o  A m e r i c a ,  h i s  r e p o r t  i n  t h e  Zionsbote 26 August 1 8 9 1  

s t a t e d ,  "1 t r a v e l l e d  from home [Wohldemfurst] over  Ekatar inodar ,  

Noworosfisk, Odessa, Warsaw, Ber l i n ,  Bremen, New York, 

Phi ladelphia ,  P i t t s b u r g ,  Kansas C i ty ,  t o  H i l l sbo ro . "  The Mennonite 

Brethren of  Wohldemfurst w e r e  l i nked ,  a s  i n  a  chain ,  with t h e  

Mennonite Bre th ren  of  Hi l l sboro ,  Kansas. 

Most writers f i l l e d  ou t  t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  journey r a t h e r  

than simply l i s t i n g  them as Giesbrecht  did, b u t  t h e  way space  w a s  

s t r u c t u r e d  i n  most accounts was t h e  same. A t h r e a d  had t o  be 

pu l l ed  through t h e  geography t h a t  s e p a r a t e d  people o f  t h i s  cornmon 

community, t o  b r i n g  them toge the r  on a new and expanded mental  

map. M a r i a  Kroeker had t ied Margenau of South Russ ia  and Harvey of  

South Dakota t oge the r ;  David Dyck th readed  i n  t h e  new se t t l emen t  

o f  MBs of Rosthern.  

I n  most Zionsbote t r a v e l  wr i t i ng ,  t h e  burden of  d e s c r i p t i o n  

r e s t e d  on t h e  un fami l i a r .  Inexperienced t r a v e l l e r s  l i k e  Maria 

Kroeker focussed on t h e  shocks t o  self  and family ,  and re layed  t o  

o t h e r s  t h a t  t hey  had made it over  t h e  v a s t  l e n q t h  o f  t he  migra t ion  

gap. Through t h e  Zionsbote, everyone e l s e  could  now, with 

sympathetic  g r a t i t u d e  and l e s s  e f f o r t ,  p l a c e  Jakob and Maria 

Kroeker, once of Margenau, i n  t h e i r  new l o c a t i o n  i n  Dakota, a t  

least as  i t  was represen ted  on paper.  (It must be remembered t h a t  

many people in t h e  e a r l y  Mennonite Brethren community knew one 

another  o r  had enough mutual connect ions  t o  i d e n t i f y  qu ick ly  even 

those n o t  p e r s o n a l l y  known t o  them.) 

More seasoned t r a v e l l e r s  L i k e  David Dyck, whi le  they spoke 



o f  t h e i r  own exper i ences ,  seerned aware t h a t  they s l s o  haa a r o i e  

t o  p l a y  by i n t e r p r e t i n g  and informing r e a d e r s  about  new  p l a c e s .  

Through r e p e a t e d  r e p o r t s  of t r i p s  t o  v a r i o u s  a r e a s  by d i f f e r e n t  

w r i t e r s ,  and through r e g u l a r  correspondence  from w i t h i n  

congrega t ions ,  r e a d e r s  became acqua in ted  with t h e s e  places; t h e y  

c o u l d  "see" them. Once t h e  t r a v e l l e r  reached a Eami l i a r  p l a c e ,  o r  

a p l a c e  where Mennonite B r e t h r e n  had settled, t h e  r e p o r t s  a t t e n d e d  

mainly  t o  t h e  names o f  " b r o t h e r s  and sisters" and a n y t h i n g  of no te  

f r c m  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Much else c o u l d  be assumed, o r  s imply  a l l u d e d  

t o ,  While d e t a i l s  of  t e r r a i n  o r  weather  o r  s i t u a t i o n  might  p rov ide  

c o n t e x t ,  t h e  impor tant  t h i n g  i n  t h e  new MB geography and i ts  

p l a c e s  w a s  t h e  people who l i v e d  t h e r e .  Towns l i k e  H i l l s b o r o ,  

Kansas, o r  Mountain Lake, Minnesota,  o r  Winkler, Manitoba, where 

f r i e n d s  and r e l a t i v e s  and l e a d i n g  m i n i s t e r s  r e s ided ,  t o o k  on 

importance o u t  of a l 1  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  t h e i r  s i z e  o r  a c t u a l  r o l e  i n  

r e a l  geography, 

A world c e n t e r  l i k e  New York, by c o n t r a s t ,  w a s  much less 

s i g n i f i c a n t :  it might provoke awe, o r  h u m i l i a t i o n  a s  f o r  t h e  

Kroekers,  o r  i m p a t i e n t  w a i t i n g ,  a s  f o r  Johann J. F r i e s e n  and h i s  

family who s p e n t  n e a r l y  three weeks i n  q u a r a n t i n e  t h e r e  i n  1892 

because of t h e  c h o l e r a  ep idemic  i n  E ~ r o p e . ' ~  P laces  l i k e  New York 

belonged t o  t h e  Mennonite B r e t h r e n  world, b u t  p e r i p h e r a l l y ,  and 

g e n e r a l l y  nega t ive ly ,  as  places t o  pass  through and s u r v i v e ;  

travel r e p o r t s  *tamedw them a l i t t l e  by sharing e x p e r i e n c e s  and 

p r o v i d i n g  tips, such as recommending t h e  German Emigrantenhaus 

n e a r  t h e  ha rbor  i n  New York f o r  lodg ings .  But it w a s  the  p l a c e s  

where k in ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s p i r i t u a l  k in ,  resided t h a t  were large i n  



t h e  map of the minci. 

Second, t h e  Zionsbote d i scou r se  of journey i ncu l ca t ed  new 

percep t ions  o f  time. I t  has a l r e a d y  been noted t h a t  migra t ion  

journeys and o t h e r  kinds of  t r a v e l  took people ou t  of  t h e i r  

r egu l a r  day-to-day rou t i ne s ,  which w e r e  based on t h e  seasons  and, 

i n  r u r a l  c o m u n i t i e s  be fore  e l e c t r i f i c a t i o n ,  pa t t e rned  around 

s u n l i g h t  and m o ~ n l i g h t . ' ~  Accounts of t he se  journeys gave d e t a i l s  

about tirne t h a t  seem both  unnecessary and bor ing t o  a r eade r  

today. " [ W ] e  boarded t h e  t r a i n  i n  Lehigh a t  12  noon," wrote P. 

Wall, 18 November 1891, d e s c r i b i n g  a t r i p  t o  an conference,  

"[and a r r i v e d ]  a t  6 o ' c lock  i n  t h e  evening and a r r i v e d  i n  Sioux 

C i ty  t h e  fo l lowing day a t  12  noon, where we had t o  wai t  u n t i l  9:30 

the next  morning." 

Once t h e  des t inat ion--a  Mennonite comun i ty  i n  most of  t h e s e  

reports--was reached, t h e  time spen t  there w a s  r epor ted  wi th  a 

much l oose r ,  more f l u i d  chronology. There was genera l ly  a 

perceptible sense  of slowing d o m ,  from r id ing  as Jacob Loewen of  

Russia d id  i n  1895, on t h e  "express  t r a i n ,  where we t r a v e l l e d  up 

t o  50 wers ts  an  h o u ,  as  i f  we were f l y i n g  away" t o  the slow 

journey a f t e r  he disembarked, r i d i n g  on a wooden wagon f o r  60 

w e r s t s  a long "very bumpy r ~ a d s " . ~ '  The a c t u a l  Pace o f  t r a v e l  had 

slowed, bu t  undoubtedly t h e  r e a d e r ' s  emotions and percep t ions  a s  

he journeyed along by reading d i d  t o o ,  The new and e x c i t i n g  t h i n g s  

Loewen had desc r ibed  s h i f t e d  t o  mention of meetings, "b ro the r s  and 

s i s t e r s " ,  meals l i k e  "Vesper", Time now r e f e r r e d  t o  t i m e  s p e n t  

wi th  people.  S imi las ly ,  David Dyck's r e p o r t  of h i s  t i m e  w i t h  t h e  

"bro thers  and s i s t e r s "  moved forward by t h e  use of  peop le ' s  names 
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and broader  conceptions of time l i k e  "afternoon" o r  " the  next 

evening" o r  "Saturday" o r  " f o r  t h e  night." Only once d i d  he 

mention t h e  hour, a meeting "from 5 t o  6"; t h i s  was unusual f o r  

such r e p o r t s .  Within t h e  comun i ty ,  t h e  v i s i t i n g  m i n i s t e r  

t r a v e l l e d  by conveyances powered by animals,  u sua l ly  horses  

( i n s t e a d  of by t r a i n ,  which was sometimes c a l l e d  a "stem s t e e d n ) ,  

perhaps acconpanied by a l o c a l  church l eade r ,  and time and space 

had t h e i r  f a m i l i a r  proport ions  and tempo. 

People wr i t ing  about a  v i s i t  t o  r e l a t i v e s  a l s o  d e t a i l e d  

t r a n s i t i o n s  i n  time along t h e  w a y ,  b u i l d i n g  t o  t h e  climax of  t h e  

emotional reunion with t h e i r  loved ones. Then t h e  r e p o r t  of t h e  

r e s t  of t h e  v i s i t  might be co l l apsed  with  a s a t i s f i e d  " i n  t h i s  way 

t h e  days passed one a f t e r  t h e  o t h e r ,  u n t i l  Saturday" o r  " the  days 

ran by quickly ."  Time a l s o  passed q u i c k l y  i n  these  circwnstances 

bu t  i t  was because one was much less aware of i t .  I t  had receded 

t o  t h e  background. This same sense  o f  unawareness was expressed by 

Heinr ich Fr iesen about a  ga the r ing  o f  t h e  church family,  I f  A p r i l  

1895.  "Ail too  quickly t h e  hours of  our  [ s p i r i t u a l ]  refreshment 

disappeared."  

S ince  these  conventions of  t ime--precision o u t s i d e  t h e  

community and f l u i d  ca t ego r i e s  inside--were used i n  Zionsbote 

t r a v e l  r e p o r t s  throughout t h e  pe r iod ,  t hey  must have served sorne 

ongoing purpose f o r  t h e  writers and r eade r s .  What was t h e  meaning 

of  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  engagements wi th  time? 

One answer may be t h a t  c a l c u l a t i o n s  of  time provided t h e  

most meaningful conception of  d i s t a n c e ,  and t i e d  i n t o  t h e  

cont inu ing  at tempt t o  g rasp  new geographica l  r e a l i t i e s .  Another 



may be that t h e  exper ience w a s  s imply cons t ruc ted  i n  print t h e  w a y  

it had been exper ienced i n  l i f e ,  Where p r e c i s e  t i m e s  mattered f o r  

the  success  of  a p rospec t ive  venture ,  t h e  r e - t e l l i n g  of them 

c o m u n i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  r e s u l t s  had indeed been favorable ;  a l 1  t h e  

s t a g e s  had been accomplished. These ways of communicating t i m e  

also p l o ~ a b l y  expressed t h e  adjustment t h i s  cornmunity was 

undergo ing ,  no t  o n l y  a s  immigrant America, but  

both c o n t i n e n t s  t o  t h e  cha l lenge  of a new and s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

d i f f e r e n t  con tex t .  Unawares perhaps, unease was being revealed,  a 

s ense  o f  n o t  being f u l l y  a t  home i n  t h e  f a s t e r ,  more d i spa ra t e ,  

d i s j o i n t e d  world represen ted  by o t h e r  p l aces  and o t h e r  modes of 

movement through t ime.  

There was s t r e n g t h  i n  numbers, however. Jakob and Maria 

Kroeker l s  t ime on t h e  s h i p  seemed endless ,  no t  only  because of  sea 

s i c k n e s s  b u t  because, i n  s p i t e  o f  a thousand fe l low p a s s a g e r s ,  

t hey  were p a t h e t i c a l l y  a lone  wi thout  t h e i r  'own people". Note, i n  

c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  r e l a t i v e  confidence e x h i b i t e d  by a group of  

Mennoni t e  Brethren men t r a v e l l i n g  by t r a i n  conference, 

recounted i n  t h e  29 October 1890 Zionsbote. 

Every journey [Reise] has i ts a t t r a c t i o n s  
[Reize],  and what our  t r i p  t o  Nebraska 
of fe red  i n  t h i s  regard  was f i r s t ,  t h a t  4 0  
o f  us,  of  one People, could  book a t r a i n  
c a r  of ou r  own, and second, t h a t  d e a r  
b r o t h e r  David Schel lenberg from Russia would 
be p a r t  of  our  Company.. . [Wlith t h e  good 
wishes of many a t  t h e  H i l l sbo ro  s t a t i o n ,  we s e t  
o u t  Thursday a t  noon. W e  had t o  change t r a i n s  i n  
Florence,  bu t  w e  were al lowed t o  s t a y  t oge the r  
i n  our  car and s o  t h e  w a i t  was no problem ... 
Arr iv ing  i n  Super io r  a t  Il a t  n igh t ,  t h e  Santa 
Fe Railway gave u s  s p e c i a l  permission t o  use 
ou r  coach a s  n i g h t  lodging,  though t h e r e  was 
n o t  much thought of s l eep ing ,  f o r  t h e r e  was a 
c h e e r f u l  atmosphere and much warm i n t i m a t e  



conversation,..,Unfort~~~teIy [when w e  cnançed 
t r a i n s ]  w e  c o u l c  no l o n g e r  be coge the r  i n  one 
coach; i n s t e a d  the m e n  haa t o  s i t  I n  t h e  
smoking car, I n  response  tu o u r  f r i e n d l y  
r e q u e s t s  t h e  smokers did not  bocher  us  t o o  
much; h o p e f u l l y  t h e  Song w e  sang i n  Engl ish ,  
"We w a i t  upon t h e  Lord, "showed t h e s e  s t r a n g e r s  - - 
t h e  stuff of which w e  a r e  made..."'- 

Memoirist  Marcel Prous t  said o f  t r a i n  t r a v e l  t h a t  it "made 

cne difference between d e p a r t u r e  and a r r i v a 1  a s  i n t e n s e  as 

poss ib le""  and Norman Cantor  i n  The  American Century wrote of  che 

impact o f  t h e  r a i l w a y  on modernism, i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  

the l i t e r a r y  and a r t i s t i c  e x p a t r i a t e  f i g u r e ,  s e t t i n g  out o n  

journeys £ r o m  c a t h e d r a l - l i k e  t r a i n  s t a t i o n s ,  t h e  d e p a r t u r e  "a 

c e l e b r a t o r y ,  p u b l i c ,  ego-boost ing act  - "'3 While t h e  s t a t i o n s  f r o m  

which Zionsbote w r i t e r s  depa r t ed  were g e n e r a l l y  n o t  a s  awesome as 

t h e  terminais of large c i t i e s ,  t h a t  s e n s e  of  "event"  f o r  t h e  ego 

can d e f i n i t e l y  D e  s e e n  i n  many of the t r a v e l i e r s r  reports. If t h e  

f a r e w e l l  was likely to be f i n a l ,  o r  Fnvolved t h a t  o f  an  impor tant  

f i g u r e  like a m i n i s t e r  v i s i t i n g  from t h e  o t h e r  c o n t i n e n t ,  a l a r g e  

number might g a t h e r  a t  t h e  p l a c e  o f  d e p a r t u r e .  Sometimes people 

accompanied t h e  t r a v e l l e r  u n t i l  the nex t  s t a t i o n .  

Modern t r a v e l  o f f e r e d  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  be an observer ,  n o t  

j u s r  o f  t h a t  which was known, b u t  o f  t h a t  which was new; i n  i t s  

new s c a l e  and e x p e r i e n c e  of tirne lay t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  become 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,  de tached,  a med ia to r  of l i m i n a l  o r  

"in-betweenn places, N o t e  how David Duerksen, a m i n i s t e r  who did 

m u c h  i t i n e r a n t  work I n  Russ ia  and a l s o  v i s i t e d  America by 

i n v i t a t i o n  of  t h e  churches  t h e r e  i n  1896, opened t h e  2 4  Apr i l  1 9 0 1  

account  o f  h i s  t r i p  £rom t h e  Crimea t o  Memrik. 



On February 5 ,  dt 4:12, pcssezger c r a i n  No. 8 
a r r i v e d  from t h e  south a t  t h e  S t a t i o n  K u m n -  
Kemeltschi.  B y  t h e  t ine one has g o t t e n  cornfortable 
i n  the  coach, t h e  ï r a i n  has n e a r l y  h u r r i e d  t o  
t h e  nex t  s t a t i o n .  Eere it s t o p s  some 25 minutes ,  
A s  it sets i n t o  motion a g a i n  t h e  t r a v e l l e r  i s  
reminded of  t h e  minutes he s p e n t  i n  t h e  c i r c l e  
o f  h i s  loved ones d u r i n g  h i s  18-year t e ach inç  
c â r e o r , ,  - Oh, t h i s  hour o f  dusk, i f  on ly  it would 
f i n a l l y  be over! Y e s ,  and what cornes then? Then 
t h e  l a s t  weeks, dâys, hours  w i th  t h e i r  exper iences  
and advenrures,  wi th  t h e i r  j oys and sorrows, g a t h e r  
and a r e  reviewed be fo re  t h e  s p i r i t ' s  eye,  and i n  
t h e  process  sharne and repen tance  mix with  praise 
and g r a t i t u d e  ... Meanwhile, IO o 'c lock  has corne. 
So, one e n t r u s t s  h imself  t o  G o d  and goes t o  s l e e p .  
It is  a r e s t  t h a t  i s  o f t e n  i n t e r r u p t e d  S u t  s t i l l  
r e l a t i v e l y  good, because t h e  t r a v e l l e r  knows no th ing  
of t h e  journey between S t a t i o n  Alexejewka and 
S t a t i o n  Alexandrowsk except t h a t  he must have s l e p t  
we l l .  A cup of  t e a  is drunk i n  Aiexanderowka. T h e  
Sun r i s e s  while t h e  t r a i n  is s t a n d i n g  a t  t h e  S t a t i o n  
Sophie jewka - Between 8 and 9, t h e  t r a i n  reaches 
S t a t i o n  Sinjelnikowa.  H e r e  it is necessary  t o  disern- 
ba rk  and wai t  5 o r  6 hours .  Th i s  pe r iod  of w a i t i n g  
i s  occupied with read ing ,  w r i t i n g ,  t h ink ing  and 
wâlkinç ... Now i s  t h e  t i m e  t o  s i t  some 7 hours i n  
t h e  coach. Next tc t h e  Lord J e sus ,  a good book i s  the 
b e s t  t r a v e l  cornpanion, Then t h e  hours a r e  on ly  h a l f  
s o  long  as one e x p e c t s - . .  

What i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  here  i s  t h e  vo i ce  Duerksen assumed f o r  

t h i s  p a r t  o f  h i s  r e p o r t ;  h e  p o s i t i o n e d  himself  a s  " the  t r a v e l l e r "  

a t  a  remove from t h e  reader  and invo lved  i n  r e v e r i e .  When Duerksen 

reached h i s  f i n a l  de sc ina t i on  and w a s  p icked  up by Brother  

Cornel ius  Voth wi th  h i s  " s p i r i t e d  horses"  and ca r r i age ,  h i s  

account dropped t h e  l i t e r a r y  mask of " t h e  t r a v e l l e r w  and he became 

sirnply h imse l f ,  u s i n g  first person pronouns and t h e  names o f  t h e  

"b ro the r s  and sisters." 

F d i t o r  H a m  enjoyed t r a v e l ,  h e  i n d i c a t e d  more than  once. Fe 

a l s o  recognized i t s  a l l u r e  and i t s  t emp ta t i ons ,  The d e s i r e  t o  

t r a v e l ,  he be l i eved ,  had been awakened by h i s  exper ience  o f  



migra t ion .  about t r i p  Texas, anc? 

wishing t o  e x p l a i n  h i s  reasons f o r  taking it, h e  wrote 15 SePt 

For one who, a f t e r  mature cons ide ra t i on ,  ha s  
c ro s sed  t h e  ocean wi th  h i s  farnily t o  f i n d  h i s  
sphere  of  work and advancernent i n  America, t h e  
danger l i e s  very c lo se ,  t h a t  t h e  once-awakened 
wanderlust  will produce more shoo ts  and then 
t h e  çround f o r  more t h a n  one f a l s e  journey i s  
a t  hand. H e  who knows t h e  boundary between w e l l -  
rnotivated t r a v e l  and u s e l e s s  spending of t i m e  and 
money could be cons idered  a w i s e  man. 

T h e  temptat ion,  Harms suggested,  could on ly  be thwarted by 

keeping parameters  on t h e  "meaning" o f  t r a v e l ,  Once e a r l i e r  he had 

suggested t h a t  meaning. I n  t h e  2 4  January  1 8 9 4  Zionsbote he 

s t a t e d ,  "Travel  r e p o r t s  a r e  only  wanted f o r  t h e  Zionsbote when 

they  c o n t a i n  something f o r  t h e  h e a r t  . When, f o r  example, 

d e s c r i b i n g  a t r i p  t o  America and back t o  Russia, t h e r e  is nothing 

t h a t  concerns meeting ' b ro the r s  and s i s t e r s '  o r  is ed i fy ing ,  we 

Say simply,  t h e s e  travel r e p o r t s  a r e  no t  worth t h e  paper they  a r e  

w r i t t e n  on." Something f o r  t h e  l i n k i n g  t h e  

r e l i g i o u s  comrnunity--its people and b e l i e f s .  

T h i s  t akes  u s  t o  t h e  l a s t  p o i n t  t o  be made about  t h e  

i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  " p r i n t "  and "journey" i n  t h e  Zionsbote. The 

communication o f  journey o f f e r e d  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  v i s i o n  of time and 

space,  n a r r a t i v e ,  t h e  d i v e r s e  exper iences  

noving about  i n  l i f e  could be p l aced .  

T h i s  s p i r i t u a l  n a r r a t i v e ,  a s  a l r e a d y  suggested,  wove I n  and 

ou t  o f  t h e  d i s cou r se .  The paper w a s ,  o f  course,  a church paper and 

language could  expected. B u t  w a s  s e t ,  sen tence  next  

sen tence ,  a g a i n s t  l i f e  exper iences ,  no t  merely con ta ined  i n  
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sepa ra t e  a r t i c l e s .  The s p i r i ï ï i a i  l i f e  was a l s o  s een  a s  a journey, 

o f ten  f raught  wi th  dangers  and d i f f i c u l t i e s  and even tua l ly  the 

ul t imate  fa rewel l  o f  death ,  bu t  t h e r e  was a  b e t t e r  l and  coming and 

a reunion with a l 1  t h e  "bro thers  and s i s t e r s " ,  Farewel ls  and 

reunions were r e g u l a r  occasions  t o  s igh  about t h e  sorrow of l i f e ,  

charac te r ized  by one l o s s  and separa t ion  a f t e r  ano ther ,  and the 

joyful  hope of f i n a l  reunions some day, of which reunions now were 

j u s t  a f o r e t a s t e ,  "We are j u s t  pâssing through," said the unnamed 

author  of a 13 May 1896 a r t i c l e  c a l l e d  "Thoughts on Moving." H a r m s  

concluded h i s  4-part  s e r i e s  on h i s  Texas t r i p ,  f i l l e d  wi th  much 

interesting and c l o s e l y  observed d e t a i l  about t h e  l and  and c i t i e s ,  

w i t h  " I n  c lo s ing  1 want t o  po in t  t o  a  f a r  b e t t e r  l and  than  Texas, 

a land where a l 1  who have accepted Jesus  i n  f a i t h  f i n d  room." This  

was followed wi th  an  8 - l i ne  poem on heaven. 

Tra in  t r a v e l  was o f t e n  used a s  an analogy o f  t h e  Chr i s t i an  

l i f e  and i t s  demands; p a r a l l e l s  included t h e  need t o  be "on tirne" 

and not miss t h e  oppor tun i ty  f o r  s a lva t i on ,  t h e  need t o  se t  out  i n  

t he  r i g h t  d i r e c t i o n  f o r  t h e  right des t i na t i on ,  and  onve version 

s t o r i e s ,  a  

s t r u c t u r e ,  

11, wrote 

very  popula r  genre,  followed j ourney n a r r a t i v e  

bu t  sometimes i n t e g r a t e d  j ourney d i r e c t l y .  "When 

Helena Froese i n  "My Experience", 23 January 1895, 

my p a r e n t s  wanted t o  move t o  America and 1 
was very a f r a i d  t h a t  t h e  s h i p  would go under 
while w e  c rossed  t h e  ocean, and 1 dreamt t h a t  
t h i s  had happened and I died  i n  t h e  water .  When 
1 woke, t h i s  made a deep impression on m e  and 1 
r e l a t e d  i t  t o  my  n iece  whose paren ts  a l s o  wanted 
t o  move t o  America, and a l s o  d i d -  She s a i d  it 
would be t h a t  way- W e  kne l t  and prayed t h a t  God 
would no t  l e t  us be l o s t  but  would f o r g i v e  us 
al1 w e  had done wrong. 

was 



The cii-nax of 1. Martensr  convers ion  a c c o u ~ t ,  publisneci 5 

June 1901, was "a wonderful drearn which is s t i L I  very c l e a r  t o  m e  

today."  H e  dreamed he wânted t o  board a s n i p  a t  t h e  Berdiansk 

b r i d g e .  The s h i p  w a s  high above t h e  water  b u t  t h e  s h i p ' s  master 

showed him a p lank.  It was narrow and broken b u t  he climbed 

aboard .  The master  "asked me  i f  1 would becorne a f r a i d  i f  storrns 

a r o s e  a s  w e  c r o s s e d  t h e  s e a .  1 said, '1 trust i n  t h e  s h i p r s  

master. ' "  

This i n t e rweav ing  of t h e  two spheres ,  e a r t h l y  and heavenly, 

i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  the t r a v e l  exper i ence  was n o t  unique t o  Mennonite 

Bre th ren  but, a s  Jon Gjerde n o t e s  i n  T h e  Minds o f  the W e s t ,  was 

found i n  t h e  w r i t i n g s  of  o t h e r  immigrants.  The l i n k i n g  of 

d e p a r t u r e  and dea th ,  and reunion and a f t e r l i f e ,  connected 

" C h r i s t i a n  c o n s o l a t i o n  t o  a n x i e t i e s  o f  l o s s  stemming £rom 

migra t ion .  "35 

The s p i r i t u a l  journey n a r r a t i v e  n o t  o n l y  provided comfort,  

b u t  i t  br idged t h e  "moral cho icew about  m i g r a t i o n  mentioned 

e a r l i e r .  There was undoubtedly a s e n s e  o f  cornpet i t ion  between 

Mennonites i n  Russia  and America, a s  w e l l  a s  r e g i o n s  wi th in  t h e  

two c o u n t r i e s ,  b u t  s t r o n g  sen t imen t s  o f  t h i s  n a t u r e  a r e  hard t o  

f i n d  i n  t h e  ~ i o n s b o t e ' ~ .  The d i f f e r e n c e s  were muted, subsumed by a 

p e r s i s t e n t  r e i t e r a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  p l a c e  one l i v e d  on e a r t h  was less 

impor tan t  than  t h e  "home abovew. H â r m s  i n  h i s  v i s i t  t o  Texas 

c o m e n t e d  t h a t  he w a s  " s t r u c k  by al1 t h e  p l a c e s  one could make 

home". Jacob Thiessen ,  "your f e l l o w  p i lg r im"  ended h i s  1 6  August 

1893 r e p o r t  o f  t h e i r  migra t ion  from Hierschau, Russ ia  t o  York, 

Nebraska wi th  a poem t h a t  sums up t h e  sen t imen t  so o f t e n  expressed  



i n  the  paper ( t r a n s l a t e c  f r e e l y )  : 

So move consoled ,  whether nea r  cr far, 
For w e  a r e  a l l  one i n  t h e  Lord, 
You p i l g r i m  t h e r e ,  we pilgrim here, 
But we are a l 1  led under one banner .  

Whether d w e l l i n g  h e r e  o r  d w e l l i n g  t h e r e ,  
The same Word o f  God nour i shes  u s  a l l ,  
Wherever w e  move upon t h e  e a r t h ,  
We are u n i t e d  i n  rnoving t o  Jesus .  

And i f  w e  do n o t  see each o t h e r  aga in ,  
W e  a re  g i v e n  a l i g h t  f o r  t h e  way, 
And a t  l a s t  w e  w i l l  a l 1  move on 
I n t o  a great heavenly  home. 

It did n o t  r e a l l y  matter, i n  o t h e r  words, where one l i v e d  on 

t h e  e a r t h ,  b u t  o n e ' s  s p i r i t u a l  "p lace"  was c r u c i a l .  This  view, 

which t h e  d i s c o u r s e  o f  tne paper  promoted, c e r t a i n l y  downplayed 

( p c b l i c l y  a t  least)  t h e  s e n s e  of "moral cho ices"  involved i n  t h e  

m i g r a t i o n  d e c i s i o n ,  and m i t i g a t e d  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  s e p a r a t i n g  

from o t h e r s .  

I n  c o n c l u s i o n ,  w e  s e e  t h a t  Zionsbote communication r e f l e c t e d  

b u t  a l s o  shaped t h e  s p a t i a l  and temporal  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  t h e  

community it served, The Mennonite Bre th ren  used a p r i n t  medium t o  

s t a y  connected because  t h i s  medium could  t r a n s c e n d  geograph ica l  

s e p a r a t i o n .  A weekly  paper  e s t a b l i s h e d  a  r e g u l a r  rhythm o f  

communicating w i t h i n  t h e i r  "new wor ldn.  I t  c r e a t e d  an  imagined 

community t h a t  t o o k  i n  a  l a r g e r  p h y s i c a l  world than  Mennonite 

B r e t h r e n  had known b e f o r e  y e t  was made comprehensible and i n t i m a t e  

w i t h i n  f o u r  r e g u l a r l y  r e c u r r i n g  pages o f  communication. A m u l t i -  

l e v e l  d i s c o u r s e  of journey,  i n c l u d i n g  a v i s i o n  o f  a n o t h e r  t ime and 

s p a c e  occupied  by  t h e  "soull '  o n  its p i lg r image  t o  heaven, 

c o n s t a n t l y  b r i d g e d  d i v i d e s  t h a t  were both  p h y s i c a l  and 



psychological. T n e  Zionsbote  reseatedly, vicariously, broüght  iis 

readers s a f e l y  home, 



Chapter  TEREE 

Text: Between Face-to-face and P r i n t  

The geographical  d i s p e r s i o n  of  Mennonite Brethren required  

d e l i b e r a t e  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  communication i f  connect ion a s  a group 

was t o  be rnaintained, That such a connect ion s h o u l d  be rnaintained 

w a s  no t  ques t ioned.  The i r  common r o o t s  as a Mennonite people, 

Cheir  r e cen t  o r i g i n s  and d i f f i c u l t  development as a rnovement, 

t h e i r  minor i ty  s t a t u s  and use of  a  " fo re ign"  Language, t h e i r  

exper ience  as immigrants, t h e i r  new s p i r i t u a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  as 

"bro thers  ana s i s t e r s n ,  a l 1  drove t h e  desire--a desire perceived 

as necess i ty - - fo r  communication. ' 

One s t r a t e g y  of  connect ion w a s  t h e  Z i o n s b o t e -  A newspaper 

made it p o s s i b l e  t o  communicate a t  any number of s c a t t e r e d  and 

s epa ra t ed  sites, a t  r e g u l a r  i n t e r v a l s  and more o r  l e s s  

s imul taneously .  I t  fash ioned  new percep t ions  of tirne and space 

w i th in  which a n  imagined r a t h e r  than  v i s i b l e  community could  be 

formed and f o s t e r e d .  Mennonite Brethren were p l ea sed  wi th  t h i s  

symbol o f  belonging t o  a  growing, expanding, u n i t e d  body. 

A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  Mennonite Brethren i n  bo th  Russia and 

America cont inued t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  annual  meetings of t h e  

Conference and a n  âgg re s s ive  program o f  i t i n e r a n t  m in i s t r y ,  

i n i t i a t e d  i n  Russia i n  1872,  While t h e  Z i o n s b o t e  s t r u g g l e d  f o r  

many years  be fo r e  i ts e x i s t e n c e  could  be assumed, t h e  s t r a t e g y  of  

b r ing ing  congrega t iona l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  t o g e t h e r  i n  one site for 

face-to-face con t ac t ,  o r  o f  t a k i n g  leaders t o  scattered l o c a l  

s i t e s  f o r  pe r sona l  con t ac t  w i th  people t h e r e ,  was never 
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quest ioned.  T h i s  o n - s i t e  work by ïrr?sted and g i f t e d  l e a d e r s  w a s  

cons idered  e s s e n t i a l  t o  ach iev ing  t h e  g roup ' s  s p i r i t u a l  aims. Much 

of t h e  annual  c o n f e s e n c e  agenda on bo th  c o n t i n e n t s  was taken up 

w i t h  hea r ing  r e p o r t s  of l a s t  y e a r ' s  work, rnaking ass ignments  f o r  

t h e  fo l lowing yea r ,  and  i n s u r i n g  t h a t  a l 1  t h e  s t a t i o n s  were 

v i s i t e d , "  

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  impor tant  c o n t e n t  o f  Mennonite Bre thren  

exper ience ,  t h a t  whiich people  i n  t h e  group wanted t o  know, was 

s t i l l  ve ry  much r o o t e d  i n  m a t t e r s  t h a t  p a r t o o k  o f  face- to- face  

s o c i e t y .  These m a t t e r s  were d a i l y  concerns such  a s  weather ,  c rops ,  

and h e a l t h ;  s i g n i f i c a n t  passages,  perhaps o f  b i r t h s  and marr iages ,  

but  e s p e c i a l l y  death; and t h e  happenings o f  r e l i g i o u s  l i f e .  

Rel ig ious  l i f e  happened i n  l i s t e n i n g  t o  sermons, s t u d y i n g  t h e  

Bible,  and pray ing  t o g e t h e r ,  and i n  t h e  a c t s  o f  baptism, 

communion, and f o o t w a s h i n g .  These  t o o  were e s s e n t i a l l y  face- to-  

f a c e  a c t i v i t i e s  i n  a communal s e t t i n g .  

But  t h e  Zionsbcrite, al1  a t t empts  a t  anthropomorphizing it t o  

t h e  con t ra ry ,  was nmt a person.  I t  was a  w r i t t e n  t e x t .  How did t h e  

t e x t  d i s t i n g u i s h  i t s e l f  t h e n  from face- to- face  communication? How 

d i d  it r e l a t e  t o  pe-ple accustomed t o  o r a l  i n t e r a c t i o n ?  The  s h o r t  

answer is,  sornetirnes e f f e c t i v e l y ,  but o f t e n  awkwardly. What can be 

observed i n  t h e  ea r l  y decades o f  t h e  Zionsbote, i n  f a c t ,  is a new 

l i t e r a t e  d i s c o u r s e  still i n  t h e  t h r a l l  o f  a n  o l d e r  and more 

p r e v a l e n t  o r a l  d i s c o - u r s e  . 
Walter Ong t h e o r i z e d  e x t e n s i v e l y  abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  

between o r a l i t y  and Literacy. The spoken word o c c u r s  as sound, he 

emphasized; it is  " h e a r d " .  H e  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 



orzlly-based thoughc and expression as: additive râther thon 

subordînative, aggregative rather than analytic, redundant or 

"COP~OUS"~ conservative or craditionalist, close to the human 

lifeworld, agonistically toned ("within a context of struggle"), 

empathet-ic and participatory, homeostatic, and situational," 

Writing, however, cortunits word to space; it is "seen". Print, 

further, " l o c k s  words into position in this spzlce? The shift, 

Orrg said, restructures thought, Literacy brings one into a more 

"rational" consciousness. The effects include a quantification of 

knowledge, a sense of personal privacy and ownership of words, "a 

sense of closure, ... that what is found in a texte .bas reached a 

state of cornpletion-"' Orality promotes more communal and 

externalized structures, Ong said; literacy fosters the individual 

and isolated thinker. 

Ong's work was explored furcher in specific historical 

settings by rnany scholars; Elizabeth Eisenstein's work on the 

printing revolution in early modern Europe is among the best 

knownm6 Although Ong's notions of cognitive change and a somewhât 

deterministic approach to communication technologies were 

subsequently challenged and nuanced, there seems to be consensus 

among scholars that modes of communication play an important role 

in bow individuals or society develop and orqanize, and that 
- 

societies can be differentiated on the basis of these uses.' Ong 

himself acknowledged that the differences in the worlds of orality 

and literacy are not absolute and immediate; oral expression does 

not "vanish as soon as one used to them takes pen in handotla He 

called cultures that know sorne writing but remain basically oral 



oz word-oriented "ver~omotor cuLtüres", xnose "co~rses of GCZFOE. 

and attitiides toward issues aepend significantly more on effective 

Eses of worcs, and chus on h~rnan interaction, and significantly 

less on non-verbal, often largely visuai input from tne 

'objective' world of thing,"" 

Ruth Finnegan suggested that "orality" and "literacy" be 

abandoned as "generalized comparative concepts" since recent work 

across a variety of disciplines emphasized that they "are not 

self-standing but are always and everywhere dependent on social 

context for their meaning and use."" Tt is in the process of 

following Finnegants advice, and examining that social context of 

communication, however, that the ideas of orality and literacy 

remain very helpful, even as generalized comparative concepts. 

Arnold Synder, for example, in "Orality, Literacy and Anabaptists" 

alerted scholars of sixteenth century Anabaptism to the need to 

look neyond texts and ideas, upon which attention is usually 

focussed, to the dynamics of communication by which they 

circulated. It is l i k e f y ,  he said, that in the sixteenth century 

"even the printed word was most often mediated by the spoken 
- - 

word. " - -  

Something of the opposite effect--oral experience being 

rnediated by printed word--can be glimpsed in the Zionsbote in tne 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, The intention here 

is not to plot the Mennonite Brethren on an orality-literacy 

continuum--our sübject, af ter  all, is a periodical, icself a 

literate form--but to notice how the texts of new media interoct 

with older communication forms. The point is, even when 



communication modes change w i t h i n  s o c i e t y ,  they  o v e r i s p .  

I n d i v i d u a l s  and s u b c u l t u r e s ,  f u r t h e m o r e ,  mây er,gage wi th  

communication meaia a i f f e r e n t l y  than  t n e  l a r g e r  s o c i e t y .  Bow i s  

l i t e racy  used f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  p r i n t  ma te r i a l s?"  Kow d i d  o r a l i t y  

and l i t e r a c y  (o r  p u t  a n o t h e r  way, face-to-face communication and 

p r i n t  media) CO-ex i s t  i n  t h i s  s e t t i n g ?  Some of t h e  Zionsbote 

discourse t h a t  seems d u l l ,  unnecessary,  even e x a s p e r a t i n g ,  t o  a  

contemporary r e a d e r  can  perhaps  be exp la ined  from t h i s  

p e r s p e c t i v e .  

Before t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  Zionsbote, however, t h e  l a r g e r  

o r a l i t y - l i t e r a c y  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren  must be 

examined, i n c l u d i n g  bo th  their literate world and their o r a l  

world.  Even a p a r t  from t h e  Zionsbote, t h e s e  were i n  f l u x  i n  t h e  MB 

r e l i g i o u s  exper i ence ,  Within t h e  p e r i o d i c a l ,  some k inds  o f  t e x t s ,  

such  a s  d o c t r i n a l  d i s c u s s i o n  and s t o r y - t e l l i n g  adap ted  w e l l  t o  

p r i n t .  I t  was i n  t h e  genre  o f  congrega t iona l  correspondence t h a t  

the i n t e r â c t i o n  between o r a l i t y  and l i t e r a c y  can be e s p e c i a l l y  

seen; here the w r i t e r s  tried t o  b r i n g  r e a d e r s  t o  t h e  s i t e  of o r a l  

exper ience  v i a  p r i n t  t e x t .  L a s t l y ,  it  w i l l  Se s e e n  that l i k e  t h e  

s p i r i t u a l  p i lgr image n a r r a t i v e  woven i n  and o u t  of t h e  r e a l i t y  of  

t r a v e l ,  there was u b i q u i t o u s  r e f e r r a l  t o  ano the r  p l a c e  o f  h e a r i n g  

and speaking,  namely t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  t h a t  w a s  assumed t o  have 

been "heard" by a l 1 .  

Considerable s c h o l a r l y  work, which can o n l y  be summarized 

he re ,  has been done on Mennonite s o c i e t y  i n  R u s s i a  i n  t h e  a r e a s  of 

educat ion  and c u l t u r e . "  Mennonites i n  Russia were g e n e r a l l y  

l i t e r a t e ,  a t  a  rudimentary  l e v e l  a t  least, because of  t h e i r  b e l i e f  



a s  AnaSaptFscs that every  church member ought to be able t o  read 

t h e  B i b l e .  They ope ra t ed  t h e i r  own schools ,  w i th  a b a s i c  

curr iculum of reading,  wr i t i ng ,  a r i t h m e t i c  and B ib l e  s r o r i e s .  A 

primer in t roduced  t h e  a lphabe t  and phonics. The ca tech i sm was t he  

cexc o f  t h e  next  l e v e l ,  wi th  an emphasis on memorizat ion- Reading 

then  progressed t o  the  N e w  Testament, and then  t o  t h e  e n t i r e  

Bible." The uses o f  t h i s  l i t e r a c y  were p r i m a r i l y  i n  t h e  a r e a  i n  

which it had been l ea rned ,  t h a t  is ,  f o r  r e l i g i o u s  u se  ( read ing  t h e  

Bible, catecbism, hymnbooks, devot ional  ma te r i a l s )  and i n  some 

p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a t i o n s  such a s  accounts and t r a n s a c t i o n s .  

In  h i s  s tudy  of Russian Mennonite s o c i e t y  between 1789 and 

1889, "The Closed and t h e  Open: S o c i a l  and Re l ig ious  Change 

Amongst t h e  Mennonites i n  Russia", James Urry said: 

This w a s  a world i n  which a l 1  had t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  
read, bu t  i n  which t he  p r a c t i c e  of  r e a d i n g  w a s  
no t  conceived o f  a s  a means of accumulat ing know- 
ledge o f  t h e  world beyond l e a r n i n g  and  r e i n f o r c i n g  
t h e  necessa ry  p r e r e q u i s i t e s  of  t h e i r  E a i t h  ... i n  
which a l 1  could  wri te ,  bu t  i n  which d i c t a t i o n  was 
cons idered  merely a s  a means o f  r eco rd ing  o r  
copying o u t  what was known, no t  f o r  t h e  development 
of a l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n  ... ord ina ry  peop le  p r e f e r r ed  
t o  v i s i t  unannounced ... r a t h e r  than  t o  waste t i m e  and 
energy c o n s t r u c t i n g  a l e t t e r , 1 5  

Urry ' s  s t udy  a l s o  docimented, however, s i g n i f i c a n t  change i n  

t h e  Mennonite s o c i e t y  ove r  t h e  century  he examined- Educat ional  

reform was pushed from wi th in ,  e s p e c i a l l y  under t h e  l e a d e r s h i p  of 

Johann Cornies,  fo l lowed l a t e r  by p r e s su re  from t h e  Russian 

gove rmen t .  Some secondary schools w e r e  in t roduced ,  and t h e  s t a t u s  

and t r a i n i n g  of t h e  v i l l a g e  t eacher  g r adua l l y  improved. An 

en la rged  and more open educa t iona l  system, s h i f t s  t o  High German 

and t h e  i n fu s ion  of p i e t i s t i c  ianguage al1 sugges ted  t h a t  



Mennonites sought "a new and different order of discourse and 

practice."'" Mennonites, Urry said, moved out of a closed order in 

which "al1 meanings were held within the boundaries of the system 

and external principles were excluded" into a much more open order 
- - 

in which innovations and n e w  ideas were accepted and acted upon." 

This included a greater interest in reading, and a growing amount 

of print material within the society, 

Urry gave a long account of the formation of the Brethren 

because, he said, it "marks a fundamental break in the Mennonite 

order of life between the old and the new ... the first conscious 

expression and full working out of the recognition of the 

necessity of change and progress in the area of ideol~gy.~" The 

break had its roots in the earlier "religious renaissancen 

occurring in Europe, much of it introduced to Mennonite society 

througb religious literature. Mennonites had become aware of the 

wider Christian world, and encountered its new symbols and 

laquage. '' 
Although the Mennonites' range of reading remained narrow 

(mostly religious and practical), the amount of reading was 

increasing in the period we are ~onsidering.~' The role of 

newspapers in migration has been noted earlier, Cornelius Jansen, 

influential in prornoting the migration, used publishing as a tool 

to spread these ideas. In 1872, for example, he printed 300 copies 

of selected letters £rom Arnerica for distribution among 

3 1 Mennonites." The founding of a variety of newspapers by and for 

immigrants also attested to an increase in reading. Newspaper 

reading, Robert E. Park said in his study of the immigrant press, 



a c t e d  a s  a czta lÿs t  f o r  i n t e r e s c  in o t h e r  k inas  o f  r ead ing  
- - 

m a t e r i a l s  ." 

The ZionsSote reflected t h i s  embrace of p r i n t .  "A b ro the r "  

no ted  on 20 S e ~ t e m b e r  1899  that t h e r e  was "a f e v e r i s h  d r i v e  t o  

read" and encouraged people t o  remember  t h a t  t h e  B i b l e  must no t  be 

neglected- JCD from Mountain Lake wished, i n  a l e t t e r  pub l i shed  4 

February 1900, t h a t  the Zionsbote was b igger ,  " f o r  nowadays one 

wants to read- " ( H e  too  warned of  t h e  Bib le  being pushed a s i d e  f o r  

"much newspaper reading.")  The paper  a l s o  c a r r i e d  a v a r i e t y  of 

a r t i c l e s  on reading,  s e v e r a l  of t h e m  w r i t t e n  by A, Kroeker, who 

c a l l e d  himself  a wpass iona te  ~ e a d e r " , ' ~  These a r t i c l e s  assumed t h e  

importance of reading;  t h e i r  emphasis was no t  on read ing  more but 

r a t h e r  on reading proper ly .  The d i f f u s i o n  of p r i n t  m a t e r i a l s ,  t h ey  

sugges ted ,  made it necessary  t h a t  Mennonite Brethren d i s c e r n  

between good and bad p r i n t  m a t e r i a l s .  The e d i t o r  o f t e n  recomrnended 

books, o r  o t h e r  journals ,  t o  Zionsbote  readers .  The 1904 c a p i t a l  

inves tment  i n  a p r i n t i n g  p r e s s  by t h e  Mennonite Brethren 

conference  a l s o  inc luded a bookstore  t h a t  s o l d  Bib les  and o t h e r  

C h r i s t i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  . 
I n  t h e  Zionsbote, t h e  "pressn w a s  set beside  t h e  " p u l p i t "  as  

a powerful  and p a r a l l e l  means of communication. E d i t o r  John F -  

Harms, i n  one of h i s  occas iona l  p l e a s  f o r  more a c t i v e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  wr i t i ng  of  t h e  Zionsbote, wrote on 2 4  

September 1890,  

S t a r t i n g  with t h e  view t h a t  w r i t t e n  work i s  j u s t  
a s  impor tant  a s  ve rba l ,  1 b e l i e v e  1 can a s s e r t  t h a t  
ou r  fe l lowsh ip  s t i l l  has much t o  l e a r n  from t h e  
a p o s t l e  Paul i n  t h i s  area. H e  not only  preached 
t h e  gospe l  v e r b a l l y  and founded congregat ions ,  
bu t  he a l s o  wrote, and i f  t h e  c r a f t  o f  t h e  p r i n t i n g  



press had been known then ne would hâve haa 
pamphlets and leaflets printed and distribuced, 
as Menno Simons, so genuinely Pauline-minded in 
this way, did. The ' Z i o n s  Boter is a srna11 
beginning of activity in this area... 

In the 27 September 1899 Zionsbote, in an article "Oration 

[Vor t rag]  and Press", an unnamed writer again set the two kinds of 

communication side by side, saying enthusiastically, "The oration 

and the press are for the intellectual world what steam and 

electrical apparatus are for the commercial world," Similarly, 

"our pulpit and our press assert a powerful influence upon the 

inner and outer shape of our church body." The writer praised the 

"pulpitrl and the progress it had made in understanding how to 

"feed1' its listeners and then the usefulness of the Zionsbote in 

its role as "messenger", "binding agent" and "means of education". 

The Zionsbote, then, was regarded as an instrument of 

oration, and if different from the spoken word, only different in 

the positive sense that it could broaden the outreach of the 

speaking church. The picture dram was an optimistic and ideal one 

of two powerful partners, equally well established, and busy 

accomplishing the same effects, While its impact cannot be 

measured, what the Zionsbote as print seemed suited to communicate 

effectively was that which, using Ongls descriptions, was 

quantitative, linear, and logical in character. I t  carried the 

Mennonite Brethren Confession of Faith, for example, which in a 

long series of installrnents laid out the Mi3 theological 

understanding- Doctrinal or teaching articles--often in a series, 

frequently borrowed from other published sources, and authored 

by those more skilled at written communication--also fit 



this ca t ego ry -  Over ï h e  ge r iod  under strrdy, s e r i a l i z e d  s c o r i e s  of 

a C h r i s t i a n  o r  moral na tu r e  w e r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  used, probably i n  an 

effort t o  a t t r a c t  younger readers  wi th  t h e  charm of f i c t i o n  while 

t e ach ing  a message. Such w r i t i n g  took the key f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  

l i t e r a t e  exper ience ,  t h e  s epa ra t i on  of w r i t e r  and reader,'' t o  i t s  

f a r t h e s t  po in t ,  f o r  no t  only  was the a u t h o r  probably ou t s ide  t h e  

community bu t  i n  t h e  f i c t i o n a l  form had d i sappeared  behind t h e  

s t o r y  a l t o g e t h e r .  

The unders tanding t h a t  p r e s s  equated t o  p u l p i t  could be 

confus ing,  however. D i d  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of t h i s  medium rest i n  the 

p l a c e  of  speaking ( p u l p i t ,  p e r i o d i c a l ) ,  t h e  con t en t ,  o r  w a s  it i n  

fact l i n k e d  t o  t h e  person? Although t h e r e  w a s  no d i s cus s ion  o f  t h e  

i s s u e  i n  t h e s e  terms, t h e  ques t ion  can be observed i n  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  women p a r t i c i p a t e d  q u i t e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  i n  w r i t i n g  t h e  

Zionsbote,  though they  w e r e  no t  pe rmi t t ed  t o  speak o r  hold  

l e a d e r s h i p  p o s i t i o n s  i n  t h e  ~ h u r c h - ' ~  E d i t o r  Harms more than  once 

encouraged women t o  w r i t e ,  but  it seems their gender could a l s o  

cause uneasiness ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i f  t h e i r  work produced a s p i r i t u a l  

effect.  P e t e r  Toews o f  Russia wrote on 1 February 1899  that he had 

o f t e n  been e d i f i e d  through t he  Zionsbote, " a l s o  when 1 read t h e  

exper iences  of  o r d i n a r y  women.ll This  reminded him, he s a i d ,  as i f  

uncomfortably s u r p r i s e d  by t n i s ,  about  d e c i s i o n s  made regarding 

women wearing a head covering,  exp re s s ing  s i m p l i c i t y ,  and so  on. 

The dilemma seemed less t h e  woments words, which were probably 

p e r f e c t l y  s u i t a b l e  f o r  sha r ing  i f  heard  i n  a home s e t t i n g ,  than  

t h e  p u b l i c  r o l e  p r i n t  had given them. Women writers sometirnes 

d i r e c t l y  addressed " the  s i s t e r s l * ,  f o r  t h e i r  own comfort perhaps o r  



t o  mitiqate criticism, o r  their openino remarks rnighc convey a 

conversa t ion  with t h e i r  husbands implyinq permission t o  w r i t e e Z 6  

O r  w 2 s  t h i s  "press1* not  i n  fact "pu lp i t "  b u t  a kind of 

family conversat ion? T h i s  unàers tanding was suggested i n  o t h e r  

p a r t s  of t h e  Zionsbote discourse  and b r ings  us t o  a cons idera t ion  

of  the o r a l  world of  the Mennonite Brethren-  I t  is d i f f i c u l t  t o  

g e t  an accu ra t e  p i c t u r e ,  i n  s p i t e  of t h e  foregoing, of how widely 

Mennonite Brethren were engaged i n  reading and wr i t i ng .  The 

documentation of t h e  contents  o f  l i b r a r i e s  i s  o f t e n  only an 

i n d i c a t i o n  of what t h e  e l i t e s  i n  a group rezd.  There were s u r e l y  

rnany, e s p e c i a l l y  on the cont inuing f r o n t i e r ,  who f i t  what Noble L. 

P r e n t i s  i n  a n  1875 article "The Mennonites a t  Home" descr ibed in 

t h e  house O£ Abraham Reimer i n  Kansas: "no books Save a black- 

covered German B ib l e . .  .and s e v e r a l  Mennonite hyrnn-books," I n  

ano ther  a r t i c l e  i n  1878 P r e n t i s  observed i n  the Richer t  house a 

bookcase s e t  i n t o  t h e  wal l ,  f i l l e d  wi th  books, "sober-colored 

volumes, co rnen ta r i e s  on t he  S c r i p t u r e s ,  and works on horse- 

doctor ing"  but such a s i g h t ,  he s a i d ,  w a s  "not very common i n  

Mennonite houses - "27 

The conversion accounts o f  the Zionsbote, although they 

admi t ted ly  s e l e c t e d  memories f o r  a very s p e c i f i c  purpose, o f f e r  

glimpses o f  in f luences  upon t h e  mind-set of o rd inary  people. Some 

of t h e s e  s t o r i e s  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  read ing  of  a book, but the  

ma jo r i t y  c i t e d  o t h e r  experiences such a s  n a t u r a l  occurrences 

(s torms,  a red  sky, f i r e )  , l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  t e l l i n g  of Bible 

s t o r i e s  by school teachers ,  dreams, conversat ions ,  and i l l n e s s e s  o r  

encounters  with death .  These w e r e  "readings" associated with a 



r e s i d u a l l y  o r a l  c u l t u r e .  David Thiessen,  f o r  example, recouil ï ing 

h i s  convers ion  i n  t h e  8 May 1 9 0 1  Zionsbote, d e s c r i b e d  t h e  

s i g n i f i c a n t  encounters  of  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  journey a s  h i s  i l l n e s s ,  

h i s  w i f e ' s  i l l n e s s ,  w i t n e s s i n g  a baptism, a  conversa t ion  i n  which 

a n o t h e r  man read  t h e  Bib le  with him and r e l a t e d  h i s  conversion,  

and a  r e l a t i v e ' s  sudden d e a t h .  The climax w a s :  "While 1 w a s  

t h i n k i n g  t h e s e  [ f e a r f u f  t h o u g h t s l ,  a voice  came t o  me :  d r i v e  t o  

t h e  b r o t h e r s  and sisters and p ray  w i t h  them and you w i l l  f i n d  

peace."  O t h e r  than  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  read  wi th  t h e  o t h e r  b e l i e v e r ,  

h i s  long  convers ion  p rocess  c o n s i s t e d  of heard and l i v e d  

exper ience .  

A t  some p o i n t  i n  t h e  convers ion  journey, however, t h e r e  w a s  

u s u a l l y  a n  encounter  wi th  w r i t t e n  S c r i p t u r e s ,  perhaps i n  t h e  

"Testament", t h e  Bible ,  o r  sometimes i n  t h e  hymnbook. The approach 

t o  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  was f r e q u e n t l y  born of  d e s p e r a t i o n  and 

probably  a l s o  u n f a m i l i a r i t y ,  i n  which t h e  person determined t o  

"open t h e  Bib le  and b e l i e v e "  whatever text was found. Such random 

f o r a y s  often y i e l d e d  p o s i t i v e  r e s u l t s ,  b u t  could  a l s o  prove 

d i s a p p o i n t i n g .  Sometirnes t h e  "Spruchkastenn, a  box c o n t a i n i n g  

t e x t s  and say ings ,  was used ins tead ."  The w r i t t e n  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  

w a s  r eve red  b u t  g iven a magical  q u a l i t y ;  it was viewed as a way by 

which God could  i n t e r v e n e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  and pe r sona l ly ,  could 

"choosen t o  speak through t h e  pe r son1s  hopeful  but  random a c t .  

The renewal of i n t e r e s t  i n  persona1 s a l v a t i o n  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  t h e  format ion  o f  t h e  Bre th ren  group seems t o  have 

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  i n c r e a s e d  b i b l i c a l  l i t e r a c y  arnong Brethren  members. 

In  h i s  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of MB o r i g i n s  Jacob Bekker cited a  r e p o r t  on 



the group by ân ocCside rninister published in the Mennon i î i s che  

Blaetter: "Many a common laborer, barely able to reâd., ,bas in a 

f e w  years  become well schooled in the Scriptures ... because he not 

only read but searched,"" The writing of the Zionsbote bears this 

out; the wriring often quoted Scripture or gave a reference, but 

was also heavily allusive, with the Bible as the main point of 

allusion, Biblical language anci expressions, and references to 

Bible stories, al1 revealed consicerable familiarity with that 

book. 

As we look more closely at the Mennonite Brethren practice 

of congregational life, however, some additional and interesting 

cornunication shifts can be observed, Aïthough bringing adherents 

intc a more active engagement with the printed biblical text and 

other written materials, the religious activities that led to the 

formation of the Mennonite Brethren in southern fiussia seemed, in 

other ways, a deliberate movement away from "text" and the 

silences ana rigidity it had imposed into more oral experience. 

Sermons were no longer read or adapted £rom books or copied 

sources. They were presented informally and might be interrupteci 

by a l i s t e n e r  with additional insights.'hntry into the church 

was not gained now through reading and memorizing the catechism, 

but through an experiential conversion which needed to be 

explained verbally to the community. Prayer was audible instead of 

silent. 

One of the greatest influences in the religious changes 

among Russian Mennonites of the mid-nineteenth century was the 

oratory of Eduard Wuest, a Lutheran minister of the Wuerttemberg 



Pietist congregation a r  Neu-Soffnung. Xefinoni~e bisCorian Perer X- 

Friesen said Mennonice Brethren must consiàer him their "second 

reformer", next CO Menno Simons; just as Friesen had placed Menno 

Simon's document, "Wiïhdrawal from the Catholic Church", at the 

heaà of his story of the Mennonites, he said, he had claced 

Wuest's 1845 inaugural sermon (preached at the pastor's 

installation at Neu-Hoffnung) at the head of the section on the MB 
- - 

Chürch.'- Friesen saw Wuest's theological emphasis, on "the joyous 

doctrine of justificationt', as his most important contribution Co 

Mennonitism, but there is no doubt that style and f o m  of 

communication were influential as well. Wuest was "an outstanding 

preccher.,.with a powerful, melodions voice, and well trained in 

the art of communication."" One witness said "the power of his 

speech was both charming and convincing-"33 Wuest had hirnself 

deciared he wished "that the Gospel might move souls to 5e free 

and spontaneous - w 3 "  

The influential Mennonite Church of Gnadenfeld hsd also 

popularized mission festivals and other large meetings; in 

addition, groups of "brethren" began to meet, studying the Bible 

by discussion format. There was, in short, a preat deal of open 

l1talk" about spiritual matters that, though derived f rom 

Scripture, abandoned earlier prescribed ways of oratory and 

written sermons - 
Although the Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century 

stressed the primacy of the written Word ("the word-in-space" that 

was c l o s e l y  connected with the invention of print), a stance the 

Anabaptists also took (against the Catholic sense of the word 



embodied i n  the sac rament ) ,  chis  w a s  complemented S y  an  erni>hasis 

on preaching and on t h e  power o f  the spoken wora, whether i n  

sermons, p rayer ,  o r  t h e  imag ina t ion  of t h e  b e l i e v e r  r ead ing  

S c r i p t u r e s .  Ong s a i d  t h e  apparen t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  i n  t h e  

complementary prominence of  p r i n t  i n  P r o t e s t a n t  unders tanding and 

t h e  r i se  i n  power accorded t h e  spoken word could be exp la ined  i n  

part by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a c c e s s i b i l i t y  of  t h e  t e x t  drew 

a t t e n t i o n  t o  words r a t h e r  than  nonverbal  symbolisrn and opened t h e  

way f o r  a f e e l i n g  for words. "This  was t h e  P r o t e s t a n t  way of 

coping wi th  t h e  tendency o f  p r i n t ,  subconscious ly  sensed,  t o  

weaken t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  words theAmselves possess  power.-."'" 

Very e a r l y ,  t h e  "more spontaneous and exuberant" worship of 

t h e  Bre thren  degenera ted  i n t o  what w a s  l a t e r  c a l l e d  t h e  Froehliche 

R i c h t u n g  (Exuberant movement) . L i b e r a t i o n  from t h e  o l d  " t e x t s "  o r  

r i t u a l s  workeà i tself  ou t  i n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  r a d i c a l  express ion ,  

despot ism by s e v e r a l  l e a d e r s ,  and moral  l a p s e s ?  I n  t h e  "June 

Reforms" of 1865 t h e  energy t h a t  had gone first i n t o  a  f l u r r y  of 

l e t t e r s  and documents caus ing  and debating t h e  s e c e s s i o n  was now 

d i r e c t e d  t o  p r e p a r i n g  a document a d d r e s s i n g  and a t t empt ing  t o  

r e v e r s e  t h e  excesses ,  Two m i n i s t e r s  w e r e  appointed,  as we l l ,  t o  

w r i t e  a  "Confessionn of i d e n t i t y  f o r  t h e  g o v e r m e n t .  (The same two 

were a l s o  commissioned t o  v i s i t  t h e  Molotschna churches t o  e x p l a i n  

i n  person " t h e  p r e s e n t  mind o f  t h e  church.  " 1 3' 

"The worship s e r v i c e s  of  t h e  Mennonite Brethren underwent a  

rnarked change d u r i n g  t h i s  pe r iod , "  church h i s t o r i a n  John A. Toews 

said- "The ear l ie r  p i e t i s t i c  emphasis on informal  s h a r i n g  and 

d e v o t i o n a l  t a l k s  gave way t o  a n  ernphasis on more s y s t e m a t i c  



teaching and preaching."  The language i n  9ubLic s e r v i c e s  was 

changed from the  Low German d i a l e c t  t o  High German ( though sma l l e r  

rneatings continued t o  use  the p r e f e r r e d  d i a l e c t . ) "  Through 

B a p t i s t  in f luence  t h e  Mennonite Brethren adopted minute-taking and 

more formal procedures i n t o  church bus iness  meetings, formed a 

"conference" and i n s t i t u t e d  t h e  i t i n e r a n t  min i s t ry ,  which produced 

a group s t r u c t u r e  wi th  c e n t r a l i z e d  and c a r e f u l  c o n t r o l .  

During t h e  next  decades t h e  Mennonite Brethren worked hard 

and d e l i b e r a t e l y  a t  s e t t i n g  t h e i r  beliefs i n t o  wr i t i ng ,  r e t u r n i n g  

t o  t e x t  a s  it were. " [ I l t  was p r e c i s e l y  i ts  d y n m i c  non-creedal 

c h a r a c t e r  a t  t h e  beginning t h a t  g o t  it i n t o  A 

Mennonite Brethren Confess ion of F a i t h  was publ ished i n  1902. 

Strenuous arguments were mounted i n  p e r i o d i c a l s ,  incfuded t h e  

Zionsbote, about who t h e  Mennonite Brethren w e r e ,  f r e q u e n t l y  t o  

coun te r  t h e  charge t h a t  t h e y  had  become, i n  f a c t ,  B a p t i s t s .  Much 

o f  t h i s  process  of t h e o l o g i c a l  i d e n t i t y  formation took p l a c e  i n  

p r i n t  . 

On a p r ac t i c a f  l e v e l ,  however, t h e  p i e t i s t i c  impulses were 

no t  s t i f l e d ;  t h e  emphasis on o r a l  u t t e r ances ,  the  f r e e l y  given 

sermon o r a t i o n ,  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n s  and p u b l i c  spoken p r aye r  

remainod." The need t o  prove t h a t  t h e y  were saved r equ i r ed  no t  

j u s t  b i b l i c a l  knowledge but an i n t e n s e  d e s i r e  t o  "hear" t h e  

b i b l i c a l  t e x t  pe r sona l ly .  Tt w a s  i n  hea r ing  and g rasp ing  t h e  Word 

inwardly t h a t  assurance  o f  s a l v a t i o n  w a s  achieved.  T h e  mot ivat ion  

w a s  no t  p r i v a t e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  S c r i p t u r e  bu t  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  

a p p r o p r i a t e  i t .  The heard text became an event ,  an exper ience  of 

sound i n  t i m e .  One "cannot have vo ice  without  presence ,"  s a i d  Ong, 



. - 
"at l e a s t  suggestod presenco - "'- The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  b i b l i c a l  ïext 

was considered s ac r ed  l e n t  it p a r t i c u l a r l y  w e l l  t o  " t h e  
. - 

i n t e r i o r i z i n g  fo rce"  o f  an  o r a l  u tce rance  .'- 

Both r e l a t i o n s ,  i n d i v i d u a l i y  t o  a  "heardl' speak ing  and 

c o r p o r a t e l y  t o  t h e  sermon, were rnuch i n  evidence  i n  t h e  

Zionsbote," Congregat ional  correspondents  and o t h e r  w r i t e r s  

r e p o r t e d  on t h e  t e x t s  hea rd  i n  messages, e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  o f  

v i s i t i n g  speakers .  Others  t o l d  o f  t e x t s  t h e y  had heard  by reading.  

"K. Sch." wrote 5 February  1890 of t h e  f i n a l  s t a g e  i n  h e r  

convers ion s t r u g g l e ,  o f  opening t h e  Bib le  t o  John 1 4 .  "As 1 read , "  

s h e  said, "1 was a b l e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  what t h e  Lord s a i d  t h e r e  he  

had a l s o  s a i d  t o  m e . "  Sometimes t h e  hea r i ng  o f  a  S c r i p t u r e  might 

come no t  by read ing  b u t  by r e c o l l e c t i o n ,  perhaps  w h i l e  p raying;  

t ben  t h e  express ion  " a s  i f  a  voice"  was o f t e n  used. Maria B a r t e l  

wrote i n  h e r  account ,  1 6  December 1896,  " L t  was as i f  1 heard  t h e  

v e r s e  .. . t h e n  came t h e  vo i ce . . . "  Another exp re s s ion  "es hiess i n  

m i r "  o f t e n  in t roduced a t e x t  from S c r i p t u r e  which had come t o  

niind; it could  be t r a n s l a t e d  "it occurred  t o  me" o r  "1 thought" 

b u t  c a r r i e s  t h e  l i t e r a l  meaning and au ra1  conno t a t i on  o f  "it was 

named i n  me". 

Persona1 l i s t e n i n g ,  though s u b j e c t i v e ,  could  be t r a n s m i t t e d  

i n  p r i n t  a s  a  kind of autobiography.  But how d i d  t h e  p r i n t  t e x t  

corrununicate those  communal exper iences  o f  d a i l y  and congrega t iona l  

l i f e  whose value  was their face- to-face  quality? The Zionsbote 

genre  t h a t  t r i e d  t o  b r i n g  t h e  r e a d e r  i n t o  t h e  s i t e  o f  o r a l ,  face- 

to - face  exper ience  was t h e  cor responden t ' s  r e p o r t .  I t  t ook  some 

t i m e ,  b u t  even tua l l y  t h e  h a b i t  o f  f i l i n g  semi - regu la r  r e p o r t s  from 



t h e  v a r i o u s  s e t t l e m e n t s  took hoid. Sometimes a number o f  people 

mlght  m i t e  from a locaeion,  i n  o t h e r  c a se s  i t  became one person ' s  

p a r t i c u l a r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  For example, Zakob J. Kroeker, a "very 

q u i e t  anb r e t i r i n g "  i nd iv idua l  publ ished h i s  f i r s t  r epor t  from 

She l ly ,  Oklahoma i n  2 September 1894 ,  t e l l i n g  of typhus i n  t h e  

area, t h e  death of  one g i r l  and t h e  recovery of another  and the 

f u n e r a l  "held  w i th  rnany i n  a t tendance and under ve ry  ea rnes t  

cons ide ra t i on  o f  Godrs Word and t h e  admonition t o  be ready f o r  

e t e r n i t y . "  Sepa ra t i ng  t h i s  by only  a  semi-colon, he t o l d  of  ho t  

weather,  l i t t l e  r a i n ,  a harves t  no t  f i n i s h e d  and 15 t o  30 bushels  

of corn  t o  t h e  acre. Kroeker "correspondedn t o  t h e  Zionsbote from 

t h e  area f o r  26  yea r s  . '' 
Correspondents p resen ted  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s  i n  t h i s  work o f  

communicating . Some were extrernely t e r s e ,  g i v i n g  only,  f o r  

whacever reasons  of p e r s o n a l i t y  o r  f e a r  of t h e  published word, t h e  

b a r e s t  d e t a i l s .  Others wrote long rambling r e p o r t s  t h a t  were 

a c t u a l l y  less a r e p o r t  than t h e i r  c o l l e c t e d  (and o f t e n  admonitory) 

thoughts  about  l i f e  a t  t h a t  po in t .  Others p r e sen t ed  news of 

happenings, but o f f e r e d  it with comment and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  The 

s e l e c t i o n  of  what was newsworthy a l s o  va r i ed ,  aga in  probably 

r e f l e c t i n g  d i g u i t y  about what belonged i n  a church pe r iod i ca l  

t h a t  spanned two con t inen t s ,  bu t  a l s o ,  s u r e l y  unconsciously a t  

least, r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of  conveying face-to-face 

exper iences  w i t h i n  a  p r i n t  forum. 

To g e t  a s e n s e  o f  this wr i t i ng  i n  t h e  Zionsbote, here folLow 

f o u r  cor respondent ' s  r e p o r t s  t h a t  appeared, i n  t h i s  order ,  on one 

page of t h e  27 August 1902  paper. They p rcv ide  a con tex t  f o r  some 



f u r c h e r  comments s n a  conc ius ions  on t e x t  t h a c  si ts somewhere 

between an  o r a l  and l i t e r a t e  s o c i e t y .  

Russia, Friedensruh,  1 9  J u l y ,  Sunday, t h e  7 th ,  
Geschw, Pankratz ,  on t h e i r  way t o  I n d i a ,  were i n  
Rueckenau- Wednesday B r .  Franz Martens brought  
the d e a r  guests t o  Fr iedensruh t o  Geschw. Joh.  
Hârms. B r .  Pankra tz  had h igh  f e v e r  one n i g h t .  Let  
u s  i n t e r c e d e  i n  p r a y e r  f o r  t h e s e  dear ones.  
Sunday t h e  1 4 t h  t h e y  were i n  H a l b s t a d t ;  B r -  Joh. 
H a m  drove  wi th  them. From t h e r e  t h e y  wanted t o  
go on t o  Sagradovka and i n  2 weeks r e t u r n  t o  
Molotschnâ . 

On t h e  1 6 t h  Jacob Janzen, Neukirch, a grand- 
f a t h e r  aged 79, was thrown o f f  t h e  wagon whi le  
c r o s s i n g  a b r idge  and rece ived  dangerous wounds. 
W e  had a thorough r a i n  yes terday,  which caused a 
pause  i n  t h e  t h r e s h i n g .  The h a r v e s t  i s  ve ry  good. 
Winter  wheat i s  y i e l d i n g  t o  18  Tschw. p e r  Des t -  and 
more, e x c e p t  L i t t l e  was sown i n  o u r  v i l l a g e  
because o f  t h e  drought  i n  f a l l ,  But t h e  summer 
g r a i n s  are good. 1 have n o t  heard  o f  any 
p a r t i c u l a r  illnesses. Joh. Duerksen, 

Kansas, Buhler,  2 1  Aug. After a l e n g t h y  p e r i o d  o f  
drought ,  t h e  heavenly Father  has g i v e n  us a 
thorough r a i n .  God's s p r i n g s  are f u l l  of  water ,  
t h a t  he opens f o r  Our s p i r i t u a l  and  b o d i l y  needs. 
It does n o t  happen according  t o  o u r  m e r i t  and 
wor th iness ,  b u t  because o f  h i s  mercy. W e  a r e  shown 
God's g r e a t n e s s  i n  s o  many ways. Yesterday,  t h e  
2 0 t h  o f  August, widow P e t e r  S c h r o e d e r ' s  son David 
w a s  b u r i e d  a t  K l a s s e n ' s  church.  S i c k  w i t h  typhus 10 
days;  a g e  2 1  yea r s ,  11 months and s e v e r a l  days.  A t  
Peter Boese 's  t h e  o n l y  son, one y e a r  o l d ,  d i e d  t h e  
p rev ious  week, l i k e l y  f rom qu insy  [ t o n s i l l a r  abscess ]  . 
Buried  a t  o u r  meetinghouse. Franz Wiens' from 
Nebraska a r e  h e r e  v i s i t i n g  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  J. B u l l e r s ,  
who have moved here from Colorado w i t h  t h e i r  
mother-in-law widow Fr ie sen  and have r e n t e d  a farm. 
B r .  He in r i ch  Adrian has gone t o  Dakota t o  g e t  h i s  
f ami ly .  And of  whom w i l l  we hea r  n e x t ,  t h a t  he has 
been t aken  home t h e r e  where t h e r e  is  no more 
s e p a r a t i o n ?  Franz Dueck. 

Oklahoma, I s a b e l l a ,  23 Aug. Dear Zions-Bote! Since 
w e  had a v i s i t  r e c e n t l y ,  1 want t o  send a s h o r t  r e p o r t .  
T t  was t h e  1 6 t h  o f  t h i s  month t h a t  B r .  Abr. 
Sche l l enberg  and B r .  J -F-Duerksen a r r i v e d  i n  
I s a b e l l a .  T h i s  w r i t e r  p icked them up a t  t h e  t r a i n  
s t a t i o n .  Sunday morning t h e  two b r o t h e r s  preached i n  
t h e  meetinghouse: B r .  Sche l l enberg  on t h e  t e x t  
1 Thess .5 : l l -20 .  E s p e c i a l l y  emphasized v e r s e s  16  



From 

ana 17 : "Re j o i c e  2lways; pray withou t  ceas ing.  " B r ,  
Duerksenls  t e x t  w a s  John 9:35, about  the man born 
b l i n d .  I n  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  w e  went wi th  B r .  Schel lenberg  
t o  v i s i t  t h e  o l d  B r -  Jacob Becker, who i s  too  weak 
t o  a r t e n d  t h e  s e r v i c e s ,  a n a  s i n c e  B r .  Becker had 
a l r e a d y  reques ted  it e a r l i e r ,  w e  conducted t h e  h o l y  
communion wi th  him, i n  t h e  Company o f  a number o f  
o t h e r  b ro the r s  and sisters- T h e  Lord b l e s sed  us  t h e r e  
t oge the r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a l s o  Geschw. Beckers,  who o f t e n  
f e e l  l one ly  because o f  t h e  b r o t h e r ' s  weakness, 
May t h e  Lord b l e s s  them i n  t h e i r  o l d  age.  May t h e y  
e s p e c i a l l y  take Rom- 12: 12 t o  h e a r t .  Sunday evening 
t h e  b ro the r s  preached i n  t h e  meetinghouse again  and 
Monday and Tuesday evening i n  t h e  no r the rn  rneeting- 
house. Tuesday morning a s a d  f u n e r a l  was held  t h e r e ,  
when S i s t e r  Wichert,  w i f e  of t h e  d e a r  B r .  Karl 
Wichert was bu r i ed .  She l e a v e s  behind a deeply g r i e v -  
i n g  spouse and s i x  chi1dren.--My wife ,  who was v e r y  
s i c k  some 5 weeks, is recover ing,  t o  God t h e  g l o r y .  
Gree t ings  t o  a l 1  r eade r s ,  M. M. J u s t .  

N-Dakota, Moscow, 10 August. Peace t o  you! Dear 
Zions-Bote. Wanted t o  send  you a s h o r t  r epo r t .  O u r  
congregat ion had se t  J u l y  8 f o r  baptism, and s i n c e  
it w a s  announced, many g u e s t s  a l s o  came t o  observe  and 
examine [ t h e  cand ida t e ]  . I t  w a s  a wonderful,  
b e a u t i f u l  day, the  e a r t h  dressed i n  b r i l l i a n t  g reen ,  
which p u t  us a l 1  i n  happy s p i r i t s ,  it was one 
p r ec ious  sou1 who was b u r i e d  i n  t h e  w a t e r ' s  grave .  
O how wonderful it is h e r e  a l ready ,  now w i l l  it t h e n  be 
above? Tuesday, t h e  29 J u l y ,  B r .  N.N.  Hieber t  came 
he r e  on h i s  miss ion  t r i p  and h e l d  meetings t h a t  same 
evening and Wednesday. Thursday sou thwes te r ly  a t  t h e  
Minnes. Church, F r i day  i n  t h e  meetinghouse. Sunday he  
gave a miss ions  message, i n  which he c l e a r l y  and 
meaningfully laid o u t  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  doing miss ion;  
spoke of t h e  heathen i n  I nd i a ,  and what w e  can a l 1  do 
and should  do. A c o l l e c t i o n  w a s  t aken  a f t e rwards ,  
of  $ 62. I n  t h e  a f t e rnoon  w e  had communion and 
footwashing. I n  t h e  evening t h e r e  was ano ther  
s e r v i c e  and t hen  i n  b l e s s i n g  he l e f t  us ,  and 
a f t e r  w e  had g iven  a handshake and k i s s  and 
c a l l e d  "May God keep you", everyone h u r r i e d  home, 
where w e  can r e f l e c t  i n  j oy  on what the d e a r  b r o t h e r  
s c a t t e r e d .  May the Lord bless it tu a l 1  our  h e a r t s ,  
it is our  wish and desire t h a t  t h e  e f f o r t s  of t h e  
d e a r  b ro the r  w i l l  be rewarded, Today B r .  K.  Voth 
a r r i v e d  he r e  complete ly  unexpected, on h i s  way nome. 
Gave a message i n  t h e  morning on Jeremiah 8:22, 
t o n i g h t  will be a meeting.  W e  expected  much b l e s s i n g -  
A b r o t h e r l y  g r e e t i n g  t o  a l 1  Godrs c h i l d r e n ,  He inr ich  
P .  Janzen. 

t h e s e  r e p o r t s  and o t h e r  wr i t ing ,  



well as otner Zlo~sbote writing, the ways in which print 

communication intertwined with oral communication, often in a way 

that privileçed the latter, can be summarized. 

The first point stems from the appearance and general 

organizatiorr of the paper. Although communication in the Zionsbote 

was captured in print, typeset, objectified as it were, it was 

done so with a carelessness to ~ h a t  object, to its visual 

characteristic. The primitive nature of the press or the busy-ness 

of the editor probably accounted for this, but headings w e r e  

generic and forms arbitrary- Some letters were given headings, 

others put u n d e r  correspondence with only the place name for 

identification. The epistolary features of the periodical further 

suggested an auditory rather than visual orientation to this 

communication. 

Second, in this "first generation" of the paper, the 

reporting could rely on an earlier social context, that had 

involved pnysical presence or proximity, for meaning. As long as 

people still knew each other, as long as they had memories of 

other places and experiences, writers could easily b r i n g  readers-- 

in their minds--to the site of the communication. News about 

people and daily life could be communicated fairly easily, without 

a great deal of elaboration or explanation. Many assumptions could 

5e made. People might rernember the wounded Jacob Janzen, they 

could visualize a durchdringenden (thoroughly soaking) rain in 

Friedensruh, and as agriculturalists could share, furthermore, a 

common understanding of such a rain. 

Such writing, focussing on people and the small details of 



t h e i r  l i v e s ,  has always been en joyed  ny reacers of  many 

newspapers, o f  course,  and  i s  a s t y l e  used by g o s s i p  columnis ts ,  

b u t  it cannot  be s u s t a i n e d  u n l e s s  t h e  s u b j e c t s  a r e  "known" t o  t h e  

r e a d e r s  i n  some way t h a t  i n t e r e s t s  them. This  was p r i n t  t a l k  t h a t  

cou ld  s t i l l  r e l y  on bo th  p e r s o n a l  knowledge and i n t e r e s t ;  it 

s u p p l i e d  fodder  f o r  f u r t h e r  "real" talk, o v e r  Sunday c o f f e e  i n  t h e  

h0rr.e of  a Zionsbote r e a d e r  perhaps .  

I t  must a l s o  be noted  t h a t  t h e r e  was no i l l u s i o n  of  

o b j e c t i v i t y  i n  t h e  writing here, such a s  newspapers t h a t  a s p i r e d  

t o  "higher"  forms of  j o u r n a l i s m  were honing a s  a d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  and p u b l i c  e x p e c t a t i o n  i n  t h i s  pe r iod .  That 

in fo rmat ion  i d e a l  was a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  " f a i r n e s s ,  o b j e c t i v i t y ,  

sc rupu lous  d i s p a ~ s i o n . " ' ~  The Zionsbote correspondent  would l i k e l y  

be  a s  adamant about  t h e  v e r a c i t y  o f  n i s  account  as an urban 

r e p o r t e r ,  b u t  would never  have thought  o f  himself  i n  t n e  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  r o l e  of r e p o r t e r .  H e  s t a y e d  v e r y  much i n  t h e  account ,  

o f f e r i n g  h i s  name and,  a s  M.M. J u s t  did, might inc lude  persona1 

news as wel l  a s  community happenings.  H e  w â s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  p a r t  o f  

t h e  group as much a s  any o t h e r .  He o f t e n  o f f e r e d  comment. H e  was 

simply t a l k i n g ,  w i t h  the pen, and i n  h i s  own voice .  

Ne i the r ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, d id  t h e  correspondents  

consc ious ly  a t t e n d  t o  t h e  s t o r y  dimensions o f  t h e  r e p o r t ,  which 

t h e  s o - c a l l e d  "yellowW papers  o f  t h e  l a r g e r  journal ism, a genre  

often accused o f  s e n s a t i o n a l i s m ,  employed a s  commercial 

s t r a t e g y . J 6  Zionsbote cor responden t s  produced c o m u n i c a t i o n s  t h a t  

r e f l e c t e d  t h e i r  worldview as  p a r t  o f  a m i n o r i t y  and a s  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  face- to- face  d i s c u s s i o n  p r a c t i c e s  of t h e i r  



group, us ing  p r i n ï  technology wiïh ec thus i z sm as parc of whât 

modernity o f f e r ed  t h e  church, bu t  no t  conscious ly  engaging i n  

nodern, mains t reun j o u r n a l i s t i c  techniques.'- 

A t h i r d  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  l i t e r a t e  and o r a l  p r a c t i c e  l i e s  i n  

the w r i t e r s '  a t t empts  t o  address  t h e i r  readers  a s  i f  t h e  l a t t e r  

were a group assembled i n  congregat ion.  I n  David Dyck's t r a v e l  

report i n  t h e  previous  chap te r ,  he tu rned  £rom d e s c r i b i n g  the non- 

a r r i v a 1  o f  t h e  important  person a t  t h e  t r a i n  s t a t i o n  and spoke as 

i f  he were preaching,  "Oh people of God, a r e  you f i n e l y  d r e s s e d  

too ,  wa i t ing  f o r  your King?" An express ion  l i k e  Joh- Duerksen's 

"Let u s  i n t e r c e d e  i n  p r a y e r - . . "  implied a group s e t t i n g  o r  a 

c o m u n i t y  wi th  comrnon purpose. The correspondent  Jacob Kroeker of 

Shelly/Corn, Oklahoma, a lmost  r e f l e x l v e l y ,  it seemed, tagged a 

b l e s s i n g  on t o  h i s  news (as i n  " t he  f i e l d s  a r e  plowed and ready 

f o r  sowing, wheat i s  s t and ing  w e l l  ... May God bless t h e  orowthl') 

wnich sounded p a s t o r a l ,  o r  benedic tory .  

Fourth, much of t h e  w r i t i n g  of t h e  Zicnsbote concerned t h e  

v i s i t s  o f  t h e  i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t e r s  o r  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of  s e r v i c e s .  

The i r  a r r i v a l s  ana d e p a r t u r e s  and o f t e n  t h e i r  messages would be 

repor ted .  Sometirnes it was j u s t  the f a c t  t h a t  t hey  preached, bu ï  

f r equen t l y ,  a s  i n  M.M. J u s t ' s  r e p o r t  above, t h e  t e x t  w a s  g iven.  

Many o t h e r  examples could  be c i t e d .  N.C. Hiebert  wrote on 2 4  

January 1900 of t h e  Sunday morning's  b l e s s ings  by r e p o r t i n g  that 

B r ,  Hein.  Voth spoke on Revela t ion  6:12-17; he  had emphasized f a u r  

po in t s ,  s a i d  Hieber t .  H e  went on t o  g ive  them i n  t h e i r  o r d e r -  T h e  

17  October 1 8 9 4  r e p o r t  of t h e  ded i ca t i on  of  t h e  K r i m m e r  Church ir, 

Kansas inc luded t h e  t e x t s  of 15 speakers ,  s i x  i n  t h e  morning and  



n i ~ e  i n  ïhe a f t e r n o o n !  Scmetilnoç, a s  FR a 22 J u l y  1891 repor t  on 

meerings by Abraham ,Yomm, t h e  a u t n o r  used a v a r i e t y  o f  words t o  

t r y  ï o  convey what t h e  speaker  did  w i t h  h i s  sermon: he 

"âcimonished", "emphasized", "comforted", "enlargedr l ,  "exp la inedm , 

"encouraged", "drew a t t e n t i o n  tom "showedw and  " l i f t e d  up". 

It i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  imagine such r e p o r t s  becoming t h e  s t u f f  

o f  conversa t ion ,  o r  even being r e a d  wi th  g r e a t  c u r i o s i t y .  The 

e d i t o r  himself  must have r e a l i z e d  t h e  inadequacy of p r i n t  t o  carry 

exper iences  t h a t  depended s o  much on p e r s o n a l  presence ,  voice ,  and 

a  group o f  l i s t e n e r s .  "Reports about  happenings are e x a c t l y  what 

w e  want," he  said 25 October 1901.  " W e  have n e a r l y  enough d e t a i l e d  

r e p o r t s  abou t  Sunday s e r v i c e s ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  c u r r e n t l y  a  i a c k  of 

r e p o r t s  about e v e n t s  inside and o u t s i d e  t h e  c o n g r e g a t i o n - "  H a m  

d i d  n o t  Say, however, whar q u a l i f i e d  a s  an  e v e n t .  Meetings, a s  

good a s  t h e y  might  ber seemed n o t  t o  be t h e  s t u f f  o f  i n t e r e s t i n g  

p r i n t  communication- Never the less ,  r e p o r t s  o f  s e r v i c e s  con t inued  

t o  appear .  The sermon was a s i g n i f i c a n t  e v e n t  o f  congrega t iona l  

l i f e ,  s o  r e p o r t s  from t h e  congrega t ions  would c o n t i n u e  t o  use  t h ê  

Zionsbote a s  a way o f  a l e r t i n g  r e a d e r s  t o  such  b l e s s i n g s ,  and 

even, a l b e i c  i n a d e q u a t e l y ,  of b r i n g i n g  them v i c a r i o u s l y  t o  t h e  

s i t e  of t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e  p reva lence  of t h i s  k ind  o f  w r i t i n g  

a l s o  shows how key the visits of  p r e a c h e r s  were. 

A c u r i o u s  k i n d  o f  in terdependency developed.  The m i n i s t e r s  

were t o  r e p o r t  on t h e i r  work, They cou ld  be  warmly a f f i r m i n g  i n  

p r i n t  about  t h e  p l a c e s  t h e y  v i s i t e d  and t h e  peop le  who showed them 

h o s p i t a l i t y .  As  f o r  t h e i r  own accomplishments,  t h e y  were n a t u r a l l y  

c o n s t r a i n e d  by t h e  need t o  be humble, H i s t o r i a n  P.M. F r i e s e n  s a i d ,  



W e  nave ro emphzsize that, almost  wi thou t  excep t ion ,  
t h e  i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t e r s  i n  t h e i r  w r i t t e n  r e p o r t s  
underes t imate  their  personzil e f f e c t i v e n e s s ,  t h e i r  
p e n e t r a t i n g  e loquence  i n  t h e i r  sermons and t h e i r  
g e n e r a l  a c t i v i t y -  They were n o t  men o f  t h e  sen ,  and 
t h e  Mennonite fears every  exaggera t ion  and e v e r y  
d i f f u s e n e s s  o f  the w r i t t e n  word," 

If t h e  r n i n i s t e r s  were modest about  t h e i r  effect ,  r e p o r t s  

from t h e  r e c e i v i n g  c o n g r e g a t i o n  could,  however, fil1 i n  t h a t  side 

o f  t h e  encounter  a  l i t t l e .  A v i s i t  from m i n i s t e r s  was aiways 

reason enough t o  send  a r e p o r t ;  t h e s e  were o f t e n  h i g h l i g h t s  f o r  

t h e  community, e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  congregat ions  wi thou t  t h e  popu la t ion  

m a s s  o f  t h e  l a r g e r  c e n t e r s  where more meet ings  happened and t h e  

better-known m i n i s t e r s  o f t e n  l i v e d .  The r e p o r t s  refiected t h i s  

enthus iasm f o r  v i s i t s  and v i s i t o r s .  The r e p o r t s  created a 

" c e l e b r i t y "  s t a t u s  f o r  t h e  cadre  o f  m i n i s t e r s  who d i d  i t i n e r a n t  

work, thougn n o t  c e l e b r i t y  i n  i ts contemporary meaning o f  g a i n i n g  

i n t i m a t e  knowledge o f  a s t r a n g e r . "  T h e  Zionsbote made them b e t t e r  

known and more widely  connected  t h a n  even t h e i r  own t r a v e l s  cou ld .  

As time and growth would make it i n c r e a s i n g l y  d i f f i c u l t  t o  know 

p e r s o n a l l y  most o f  t h e  members o f  t h e  l a r g e r  Mennonite Bre thren  

community, t h e s e  m i n i s t e r s  could  s t i l l  m a i n t a i n  knowledge o f  the  

wider Conference c ircle  i n  t h e i r  v i s i t s  and i n  t h e  annual  

conference  meetings; b y  l e a r n i n g  t o  know t h e s e  m i n i s t e r s  when t h e y  

carne t o  v i s i t ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  members f e l t  t h e y  t o o  were connected 

t o  t h e  l a r g e r  body. I t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t e r  Herman Neufeld s a i d ,  "The 

b r o t h e r s  do n o t  v i s i t  t h e  congregat ions ,  b u t  t h e  congregat ions  

v i s i t  each  o t h e r  th rough  t h e  b r o t h e r ~ , ~  (Neufe ld  r e p o r t e d  a t  t h e  

annual  Russian conven t ion  i n  1914 t h a t  i n  t h e  p rev ious  2 5  yea r s  he 

had s p e n t  3245 days i n  t r a v e l  m i n i s t r y ,  preached 3259 t imes ,  made 



3763 home visits, and cravelled 200,000 kilometers by crains, 

15,000 on steamships and 25,000 kilorneters by sleigh or 

Last, the ubiquitous use of bibliczl texts, with their 

connotations of both reading (as written down in the Bible) and 

hearing (as the authoritative Word of God), offered a site of 

listening where the entire community could gather in spite of real 

geographical separation, These texts were transmitted in the 

Zionsbote by print, but were expected to convey, via the 

imagination, something more closely Iinked to sound. The sound was 

that which was heard in the congregational context of sermon, but 

also as spiritual "utterance" for the heart. Biblical texts in the 

Zionsbote bridged the tension of the oral versus literate practice 

of the community in much the same way as the spiritual narrative 

of journey bridged the realities of migration; both implied unity 

and cornmon understanding rather than separation and difference. 

Editor H a m ,  writing about conversion stories in "A Word in 

Love", 8 June 1892, made sorne interesting observations on our 

Whoever is putting h i s  conversion story to 
paper should not forget to show good grounding 
in God's Word. In the verbal telling of the 
conversion that is necessary too, but there is 
a big difference between listeners and readers. 
The listener knows the teller personally and 
when the account is insufficient, he understands 
anyway ... The reader of the conversion story 
does not have the assistance [of persona1 
attendance], he has to evaluate the writer 
simply by the words of the account: if there 
is iittle scriptural ground and demonstration 
of the Spirit in it, one gets the impression 
that the dear writer has built only upon dreams, 
feelings and opinions, not on God's Word.,. 
Whoever is not able to do this in writing [give 



grounds] s h o u l d  be c o n t e n t e d  w i t h  t e l l i n g  hFs 
s t o r y  v e r b a l l y ,  

The b i b l i c a l  text, i n  s h o r t ,  w a s  CO fil1 t h e  c a v i t y  c r e a t e d  

by t h e  absence of pe r sona1  p r e s e n c e .  Frequent ly  it had t o  do d u t y  

a s  a  kind o f  code a s  w e l l .  When E l i s a b e t h  Janz, a m i d w i f e  f rom 

Sagradowka, Russia ,  wrote  8 March 1893 t h a t  a r ecenc  s t o r m  

reminded h e r  o f  Matthew 8:  20 s h e  rneant t o  Say, it must be 

presumed, t h a t  t h e  s t o r m  was bad, a s  t h e  s to rm on t h e  Sea o f  

G a l i l e e  had been, and that she, l i k e  t h e  d i s c i p l e s ,  had been 

a f r a i d .  She went on t o  t e l l  of b e i n g  c a l l e d  t o  a b i r t h  i n  t h e  

midst o f  such a  s torm.  Without  much t ime t o  t n i n k ,  s h e  said, she 

t o o k  comfort £rom P s a l m  32:7-8 f o r  such  trips. Readers would have 

t o  know t h e  v e r s e s  o r  l o o k  them up i n  t h e  B i b l e  t o  a s c e r t a i n  what 

h e r  comfort was, 

In  11 A p r i l  1 8 9 4  "A Reader" r e p o r t e d  t h a t  s e v e r a l  i n  t h e i r  

town had l e f t  t h e  Mennonite Church t o  j o i n  t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren ;  

"what is w r i t t e n  in Matthew 10:34-36 came t o  p a s s  i n  s e v e r a l  

f a m i l i e s - "  The M a t t h e w  t e x t  w a r n s  t ha t  J e s u s '  cal1 t o  d i s c i p l e s h i p  

w i l l  d i v i d e  f a m i l i e s .  Its u s e  h e r e ,  as a coded r e f e r e n c e ,  

sugges ted  t h a t  t h e r e  was a g r e a t  d e a l  of t e n s i o n  o v e r  r e l i g i o u s  

m a t t e r s  i n  some o f  t h e  homes i n  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  v i l l a g e .  I n  26  May 

1897 Susanna M. d e s c r i b e d  the farewell s e r v i c e  i n  t h e  Rueckenau 

church  of Russia  f o r  t h o s e  m i g r a t i n g  t o  America w i t h  elder Abraham 

Sche l l enberg .  After h i s  l a s t  cry o f  "And now b r o t h e r s  and  sisters, 

u n t i l  we meet again!" ,  said t h e  w r i t e r ,  Sche l l enberg  " h u r r i e d  o u t ,  

f o r  i t  was l i k e  Joseph w i t h  h i s  b r o t h e r s  f o r  him." The reader 

f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  b i b l i c a l  J o s e p h  s t o r y  would know t h a t  t h e  elder 



rushed awzy because  he had been overcorne with emotion, 

T h i s  h e a v i l y  a l l u s i v e  s t y l e  does no t  i n  i t se l f  sugges t  

o r a l i t y ,  of  course ,  b u t  i t  cornplements t h e  f r e q u e n t  r e p o r t i n g  of 

p a r t i c u l a r  t o x t s  and sermons, where the  w r i t t e n  mention o f  t e x t  

f u n c t i o n e d  t o  draw â t t e n t i o n  t o  an a l t e r n a t i v e  s i t e  of  l i s t e n i n g .  

The S i b l i c a l  t e x t  woven i n t o  t h e  w r i t i n g  cou ld  be said t o  e n l a r g e  

t h e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h e  account ;  a l 1  t h e  pa lpab le  drama o f  the  s t o r y  

o f  J o s e p h ' s  reunion wi th  h i s  b r o t h e r s ,  f o r  example, now adhered t o  

Sche i l enberg .  At t h e  sarne t i m e ,  p r e c i s i o n  w a s  sacrificed. What 

kind o f  w i n t e r  s t o r m  i n  Russ ia ,  f o r  example, corresponded t o  the 

c r a s h i n g  o f  waves o v e r  a  s m a l l  b o a t  on t h e  sea? Did E l i z a b e t h  Janz 

mean s h e  was a s  te r r i f ied  a s  t h e  d i s c i p l e s  i n  t h e  boa t ,  o r  was t h e  

meaning s imply  abou t  t h e  s t o r m  and no t  h e r  m o t i o n ?  While send ing  

r e a d e r s  t o  b i b l i c a l  t e x t s  f o r  t h e  meaning o f  a  communication may 

have seemed an  i n s p i r e d  s o l u t i o n  f o r  conversa t ion  w i t h i n  a  church 

comrnunity, it a l s o  d i f f u s e d  t h e  meaning and, f u r t h e m o r e ,  p u t  t h e  

onus on t h e  r e a d e r  t o  uncover i t -  

The r e p o r t i n g  o f  h o m i l e t i c  t e x t s  was h a r d l y  adequate  t o  

convey t h e  f u l l  c o n t e n t  o r  meaning of a sermon. But t h e  hope, i f  

n o t  t h e  assurnption, s e e m e d  t o  be  t h a t  communicating the  t e x t  woüld 

be enough t o  convey t h a t  o r a l  exper ience .  Such w r i t i n g  undoubtedly 

wished t o  communicate t h e  e v e n t  o f  l i s t e n i n g  by r e c o r d i n g  t h e  

t e x t ,  o r  a t  t h e  most a s e n t e n c e  o r  t w o  about  what had been s a i d ,  

b u t  such e f f o r t s  had t h e  effect, i n  f a c t ,  n o t  o f  r e i t e r a t i n g  t h a ï  

h e a r i n g  o f  it b u t  o f  f r e e i n g  it from i ts  o r i g i n a t i n g  occas ion .  Tt 

took  r e a d e r s  t o  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  a cornmon "heard" unders tanding,  

unSound by t i m e  and c o n t e x t ;  it cou ld  be, o p t i r n i s t i c a l l y ,  heard  



aga in  i n  the h e a r t s  of reaaers. 

On t h e  o t h e r  hand, p l an t ed  i n  p r i n t  and l i nked  t o  a c e r t a i n  

o r i g i n a t i n g  occasion,  t h e  t e x t  n igh t  a l s o  rise f r e e  o f  i t s  

b i b l i c a l  con tex t .  The account of the f a r e w e l l  of a group of 

migra t ing  Mennonite Brethren from t h e  Rueckenau congregation and 

Abraham Sche i lenberg ' s  t e x t  on t h a t  occas ion w a s  repeated var: 1 ous 

t i m e s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  con t ex t s  i n  t he  Zionsbote (and continues t o  

show up i n  va r ious  h i s t o r i e s ,  inc lud ing  t h i s  one!) T h e  elder's 

t e x t  had been a p o r t i o n  o f  John 14~19, "because I l i ve ,  you s h a l l  

l i v e  a l s o . "  T h i s  s t a tement  was a c la im Je sus  made i n  re fe rence  t o  

h i s  r e s u r r e c t i o n .  It was no t  recorded how Schellenberg expounded 

t h e  t e x t ;  i t s  meaning belonged t o  i t s  use a t  t h e  separa t ion  of the 

Mennonite Brethren of Russia and Arnerica. I t  seened t o  rernain i n  

peop le ' s  memories, and w a s  repeated i n  p r i n t ,  as a b r i l l i a n t l y  

app rop r i a t e  b l e s s i n g  f o r  t h e  group migra t ing  and the devas ta ted  

group left behind. 

Many o t h e r  i n s t a n c e s  of t h i s  use of  b i b l i c a l  t e x t s  could be 

given,  Although a p reacher  c r ea t ed  many words about ,  and i n  

response t o ,  a b i b l i c a l  t e x t ,  t he  s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h a t  text seemed 

h i s  most important  t a s k .  The t e x t ,  3 t  any r a t e ,  w a s  u sua l l y  t he  

only  l egacy  given h i s  sermon i n  p r i n t .  Recording t h e  preaching 

event  i n  t h i s  way suggested t o  Zionsbote r eade r s  t h a t  they could 

read t h e  c i t e d  bibl ical  t e x t  t o  hear  it and, f u r t hemore ,  t o  know 

and understand w h a t  had been s a i d  about it. 

The p r i n t  communication of t he  Zionsbote r e f l e c t e d  a 

community caught between exper iences  of o r a l i t y  and l i t e r a c y .  The 

paper t r i e d  t o  d e a l  wi th  t h e  d i f f e r ences  between face-to-face and 



print communication in vorious ways. Someïimes i C  conveyed the 

confident impression that speaking by mouth or S y  gaper were 

equally powerful. Sometirnes it seemed rio Se suggesting that only 

certain kinds of writing lent themselves to print. In genres like 

the congregationai correspondence, the cormnunication, chough it 

occurred in print and thus belonged to a literate practice, seemed 

poised between orality and literacy. It might have the assumptions 

of face-to-face conversation, or employ a style of shorthand and 

allusion that trusted the reader could access the meaning easily 

enough, The ultimate resort in the Zionsbote's awkward effort to 

reconcile the practice of orality and literacy was a relentless 

summons to a unique and common site--the Bible text--where a l 1  

could gather, if they wanted, and hear what was said, individually 

and by implication, together. 



Chapter COVR 

Story: Forming Identity through Reading and Writing 

irs a print medium the Zionsbote accortunodated the migration 

and growth of the Mennonite Brethren, and in this way widened 

their experience and enlarged their world. As print, furthermore, 

the paper overlapped and interacted with oral communication to 

multiply the number and potential impact of communicative 

transactions within that world, The strong missionary impulse of 

the Mennonite Brethren (which 1 have not explored but which the 

Zionsbote vigorously promoted), partaking as it did of the 

optimism and imperialism of the late 19th and early 20th century, 

was outward-looking and expansive. At the same time, however, the 

paper also representeà a turning inward, It actively shaped the 

identity of the constituency, an identity that was separatist and 

exclusive. It established and strengthened bonds within the group, 

and it established and fortified boundaries around it. The process 

of identity formation, through a fledgling church periodical, is 

the theme of this chapter. 

Sociologist Charles Tilly developed a conception of public 

identity as it related to citizenship which has particular 

application to the contemporary world but his work also suggests a 

way of thinking about public identities of the past. He defined 

public identity as "an actor's [actor=person .or group] experience 

of a category, tie, role, network, group or organization, coupled 

with a public representation of that experience; the public 

sepresentation often takes the form of a shared story, a 



n a r r a t i v e .  " - I a e n t i t y ,  Tilly elaborated, Fs r e l a t i o n a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  

h i s t o r i c a l  and c o n t i n g e n t ;  t h a r  is,  it rests i n  t h e  connec t ions  

among people ,  i n  t h e i r  s h a r e d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  and va lues ,  and in a 

growing r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t he i r  g r o u p l s  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r y .  The 

n o t i o n  o f  c o n t i n g e n c y  i m p l i e s  t h a t  i d e n t i t y  may f a i l ;  p u b l i c  

i d e n t i t y  is,  a t  a n y  r a t e ,  dynamic and l i ab l e  t o  change.' 

Being Mennonite Bre thren ,  one c a t e g o r y  o f  belonging,  was 

p r o b a b l y  a  very s i g n i f i c a n t  i d e n t i t y  f o r  most o f  those  i n d i v i d u a l s  

and families who j o i n e d  t h e  group i n  t h e  p e r i o d  w e  a r e  

c o n s i d e r i n g .  For  one  t h i n g ,  r e l i g i o n  as a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  g e n e r a l  had 

h i g h e r  s t a t u s  t h a n  it does now. Also, Mennonite Bre thren  adherence 

w a s  known w i t h i n  Mennonite c o m u n i t i e s ;  i t  w a s  n o t  an i d e n t i t y  

tnat w a s  kep t  secret o r  c a s u a l .  Once p e o p l e  w e r e  i n s i d e  t h e  group, 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  be long ing  o f t e n  over l apped  w i t h  k insh ip  t i e s  and 

t h e  fact  o f  a common e t h n i c  background- I d e n t i t y  a s  Mennonite 

B r e t h r e n  i n c l u d e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  w e r e  formeci l o c a l l y  i n  

c o n g r e g a t i o n s  and i n  o t h e r  s e t t i n g s ,  a  common h i s t o r y  a s  a  group 

t h a t  had broken away from t h e  Mennonite "Old Churchw, c e r t a i n  

t h e o l o g i c a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s ,  and p a r t i c u l a r  congrega t iona l  and 

r e l i g i o u s  r i t u a l s  t h a t  can  be narned MB n c u l t u r e n .  

The MB i d e n t i t y  w a s  cha l l enged  on a l 1  sides: through 

m i g r a t i o n  and s e p a r a t i o n ,  t h e  forces o f  t h e  f r o n t i e r ,  small 

numbers, and t h e  r e l a t i v e  i n s t a b i l i t y  of  many congregat ions .  But 

c o m o n  t i e s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  be suppor ted  and shaped i n  a v a r i e t y  o f  

w2ys. The Zionsbote w a s  one o f  t h e s e  ways. 

To t a k e  a measure o f  Mennonite B r e t h r e n  i d e n t i t y  i n  t h e  

Zionsbote, however, is n o t  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  the church organ 



exacîly doscribed individüalsr experience of their c3-urckly 

belonging, or the group's idêntity in its fullest sense, as if 

paper were simply a mirror of ics supporting society. It provi: 

the 

ied 

cn important place, it is true, for "public represencation of ti-iat 

experience.. . [for] a shared story," to use Tilly's definition, Duc 

che Zionsbote was itself âctively producing the understanaings 

chat composea that experience.' It did this through its lânguage, 

its selection and structuring of stories, and its use of 

particular conventions of discourse. Each week it participated in 

escablishing, in print, the meaning of being Mennonite Brethren. 

The Zionsbote offers a unique opportunity to observe this 

process of identity formation at work. Two aspects of the 

communication process were involved, namely writing/writers and 

reading/readers- Writing involved producing meaning through a 

writcen rext ;  reading involved receiving and interpreting that 

meaning. L i t e r a r y  critics often treat these as separate and quite 

distinct acts. Since much of the writing of the Zionsbote, 

however, especially those parts that readers frequently indicated 

they found most cornpelling, was done by those within the paper's 

relatively small group of subscribers, the two parts can be, in 

this instance, held close together and sorne conclusions can 8e 

drawn about the identity shared and generateà in the two 

activities. 

If one had photographs, such as Andre Kertesz assembled in 

On Reading, of people perusing the Zionsboie it would be obvio~s 

that the individuals and settings varied. Their expressions and 

postures would undoubtedly Vary also, ranging perhaps from intense 



to c a s u â l ,  5u t  âII woulc 5e engaged " i n  sorne f o m  of tne 

eng ros s ing  behavior  th rougn  which p r i n r  is t ransformed i n t o  a 

vorld." '  Simply watching t h e s e  readers ,  o f  course ,  even knowing 

t h e  con t en t  of  what t h e y  were reading,  would n o t  i t s e l f  be enough 

ï o  determine  e x a c t l y  what icind of world w a s  formed i n  t h e  a c t  of 

engaging wi th  t h e  text ,  w h y  they had chosen t h i s  m a t e r i a l  t o  reca, 

o r  what e f f e c t  i t  had on  t h e m .  T t  is " e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  d i f f i c u l t , "  

s a i d  C a r l  Kaes t le ,  t o  f a s h i o n  t h e o r e t i c a l  c o n t e x t s  f o r  s tudy ing  

r eade r s  and texts of the pas t . '  Immigration h i s t o r i a n  Rudolpn 

VecolF, i n  h i s  su rvey  of t h e  I t a l i a n  immigrant p r e s s ,  s a i d  

newspapers can be read f o r  t h e i r  v a r i o u s  i d e o l o g i e s ,  t h a t  i s  as 

" fo r ce s  a c t i v e l y  c o n s t r u c t i n g  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y  and i d e n t i t y "  but he 

reminded i n  a concluding cavea t  t h a t  t h i s  proved no th ing  about t h e  

e f f i c a c y  o f  those  messages. H e  sugges ted ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  t h e  

i n f l u e n c e s  of  t h e  p r e s s  w e r e  l im i t ed ,  since peop l e  f i l t e r e d  media 

messages through their own exper iences .  6 

J a n i c e  Radway was f o r t u n a t e  t o  have a group o f  l i v i n g  

r eade r s  t o  probe i n  h e r  s t u d y  of  one ca t ego ry  of reading,  Reczding 

the Romance. The romance r eade r s  she studied belonged t o  an 

" i n t e r p r e t i v e  community", s h e  s a i d ,  f o r  " t hey  a11 s e l e c t ,  use, and 

operate on p r i n t e d  t e x t s  i n  c e r t a i n  s o c i a l l y  s p e c i f i c  ways." She 

proposed that d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t i v e  cornrnunities might  a c t u a l l y  

each show "a d i f f e r e n t  f o m  of l i t e r a c y  a l t o g e t h e r ,  founded on i t s  

own concept ion of t h e  word and what can be done w i t h  i t .  "' An 

i n t e r e s t i n g  d i scovery  Radway made w a s  t h a t  t h e  "escape" of romance 

read ing  was not on ly  i n t o  t h e  world de sc r i bed  i n  t h e  novel,  b u t  

i n t o  the a c t i v i t y  o f  r e ad ing .  L i t e r a c y  was used by t h e  readers  s h e  



s t u d i e d  t o  g a i n  pe r sona l  s p a c e  âway from ïhe o b l i g a t i o z s  ana  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  of  d a i l y  l i f e -  T h e  meaning o f  r ead ing  was t h u s  

c o n s t i t u L e d  i n  b o t h  t h e  e v e n t  o f  reading ïhe book and the  meaning 

o f  its c e x t ,  

C a r 1  K a e s t l e  and h i s  r e s e a r c h e r s  sough t  " test imony" about  

the uses  of  r ead ing  in t h e  p a s t  by s tudy ing  t h e  a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s  o f  

30 women who grew up between 1870 and 1920 .  They d i s c o v e r e d  five 

purposes  o f  r ead ing :  p l e a s u r e  o r  escape ( e n t e r t a i n m e n t ) ;  g a i n i n g  

o f  day-to-day informat ion;  economic o r  s p i r i t u a l  self-improvernent; 

promotion o f  dominant o r  m i n o r i t y  c u l t u r e s ;  and c r i t i c a l  

unders tand ing  and d i s s e n t .  They sugges ted  t h a t  t h e  l a s t  two 

purposes  were t h e  most "consequen t i a l "  because t h e y  d e a l  w i t h  

v a l u e s ,  c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g ,  and c u l t u r a l  c a p i t a l . "  

A d e t a i l e d  p r o f i l e  o f  t h e  r e a d e r s  o f  t h e  Zionsbote i n  o r d e r  

t o  determine  e f f e c t  o r  t o  rank t n e  p e r i o d i c a l  w i t h i n  t h e i r  t o t a l  

exper ience  o f  r ead ing  i s  o u t s i a e  t h e  scope o f  t h i s  p r o j e c t  and 

would require many more s o u r c e s .  Using what w r i t e r s  i n d i c a t e  about  

t he i r  uses  o f  t h e  Zionsbote a g a i n s t  K a e s t l e ' s  l i s t ,  however, we 

s e e  t h a t  t h e  purposes most s t r o n g l y  f u l f i l l e d  i n  r ead ing  t h e  

Zionsbote w e r e  s p i r i t u a l  self-improvernent, promotion o f  a m i n o r i t y  

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  c u l t u r e ,  and p l e a s u r e .  Readers mentioned 

a p p r e c i a t i v e l y  the r o l e  of t h e  Zionsbote i n  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  t h e i r  

f a i t h ,  b r i n g i n g  news, d e s c r i b i n g  va r ious  e x p e r i e n c e s .  They spoke 

o f  it  as " i n s t r u c t i v e " ,  n i n t e r e s t i n g " ,  "encouraging" and 

"heal ingw."t  w a s  r ead  " i n  q u i e t n e s s " ,  s a i d  Johann H a m  of 

H i l l s b o r o ,  Kansas, 26 November 1890 ,  and r e a d  "g lad ly . "  A s  f o r  

p l e a s u r e ,  t h e  Zionsbote was not ,  o f  course,  a j o u r n a l  w i t h  



e n t e r t û i m e n t  as i t s  sim, D u t  t h e r e  âre p l e n t y  o f  i n d i c a t i o n s  that 

t o  e n t e r  Its world, w i t n  i t s  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  hea r ing  from known 

pe r sons  o r  o l d  p laces ,  o r  o f  d i s c o v e r i n g  something new and 

i n t e r e s t k g  i n  a f a m i l i a r  m i l i e u ,  w a s  an en joyab le  a c t i v i t y  for 

many r e a d e r s  - "When you a r r i v e  [dear B o t e l ,  w e  t a k e  you i n  wi th  

joy,  f o r  you a r e  such  a v e r y  l o v i n g  g u e s t  and b r i n g  u s  v a r i o u s  

d e l i g h t f u l  i n s t r u c t i o n s  £rom far  and near ,"  wrote Susanna Adrian 

o f  Hals tead ,  Kansas, 1 9  February  1890. The t h i n g s  readers tended 

t o  l o o k  f o r  first, i f  t h e s e  w e r e  rnentioned, w e r e  cor respondence  

from p l a c e s  t h e y  knew o r  f o r  pe r sona1  accounts  (Erzaehlungen,  lit. 

r e l a t i n g s )  . 
Given t h e  n a t u r e  o f  Mennonite Bre thren  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  and 

the  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  Zionsbote as an  in-group and s u b s c r i p t i o n - b a s e d  

v e n t u r e ,  it  can be  argued t h a t  i t s  r e a d e r s  formed a common 

i n t e r p r e t i v e  community- It w a s  understood t h a t  t h e  p a p e r  w a s  a 

j o u r n a l  f o r  t h e  o r d i n a r y  peop le  o f  t h e  congregat ion ,  n o t  f o r  

t h e o l o g i c a l  s p e c i a l i s t s .  The r e a d e r s '  background and exper i ences ,  

as w e i l  as  t h e i r  language and a l l u s i v e  framework, were proSably  

similar enough t o  ensure  t h a t  t h e y  understood t e x t s  i n  f a i r l y  

s i m i l a r  ways. W e  do n o t  have t he  ernpi r ica l  ev idence  Radway 

developed i n  h e r  study--our measures a r e  more i n t u i t i v e - - b u t  there 

i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  the evidence  o f f e r e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  as  a l r e a d y  

mentioned, much o f  t h e  c o n t e n t  was w r i t t e n  by i t s  r e a d e r s .  An 

imaginary  photo g a l l e r y  must i n c l u d e  views o f  some o f  t h o s e  

e a r l i e r  seen  read ing  now s i t t i n g  a t  t a b l e s  o r  desks  o r  i n  a t r a i n  

car w i t h  pen and paper ,  w r i t i n g .  T h e i r  manner might reveal fluency 

o r  h e s i t a n c y  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  a l 1  a r e  engaged i n  " d e l i b e r a t e  



s e m a n t i c s . . - a e l i b e r a c e  s t r u c t u r i n g  of rhe web of  rneaning"", 

Not o n l y  e d i t o r  Harms but r e a d e r s  t o o  o f t e n  s t a t e d  t h a t  t h e y  

wanred " o r i g i n a l "  m a t e r i a l ,  B y  t h i s  t hey  meant t h a t  which was 

g e n e r a t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  community, as opposed t o  ausgewaehltes, o r  

m a t e r i a l  borrowed from o t h e r  p u b l i c a t i o n s .  One correspondent  s a i d ,  

" i f  w e  a l 1  keep q u i e t ,  t h e  Zions-Bote w i l l  soon be no l o n g e r  a 

p r e c i o u s  f r i e n d ,  bu t  l i k e  every o t h e r  paper ,  rnerely an  u n f a r r i l i a r  
- - 

cornpanion."-' Herman Fas t  s a i d  he would r a t h e r  s e e  t h e  Zionsbote 

f o l d  t h a n  be f i l l e d  wi th  m a t e r i a l  £rom o t h e r  sources .  "Let's draw 

from o u r  own s p r i n g ,  " he wrote 19 Novernber 1890, "out  o f  the  

f o u n t a i n  f lowing  f o r  u s  s i n c e  we quenched o u r  t h i r s t  i n  J e s u s ,  and 

where  we continue t o  d r i n k .  T h i s  s p r i n g  e x i s t s  i n  eâch  b r o t h e r ,  

each s i s t e r . "  A s  people " iearned"  t o  w r i t e  f o r  t h e  paper  a s  w e l l  

a s  read it, p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n c r e a s e d .  

The w r i t i n g  was no t  expec ted  t o  be o r i g i n a l ,  however, i n  t h e  

s e n s e  t h a t  communication s c h o l a r s  u s e  the word, t h a t  is, a s  

c o n t a i n i n g  " y e t  unheard of o r  nnknown meanings , . . i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  

is nonredundant with any o t h e r  piece of informat ion  i n  t h e  

c u l t u r e  . '12' Rather ,  Zionsbote w r i t i n g  c o u l d  be cons ide red  a s  

" r i t u a l i z e d "  t e x t s ,  where "meanings a r e  w e l l  a s s i m i l a t e d ,  

familiar, r epea ted ,  and r e l a t i v e l y  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d . "  A s s i m i l a t e d  

knowledge i s  informat ion  a l r e a d y  wide ly  known i n  t h e  c u l t u r e .  T h i s  

i s  n o t  t o  Say t h e r e  was no th ing  new i n  the  paper;  it e x i s t e d  a f t e r  

a l 1  t o  t r a n s m i t  congreqa t iona l  and pe r sona1  news a s  w e l l  as 

p rov id ing  s p i r i t u a l  nourishment.  But t h e s e  new happenings were 

p l a c e d  i n t o  f a m i l i a r  cosmological  unders t and ings  and r e f e r e n c e d  t o  

b i b l i c a l  t e x t s ,  g iv ing  t h e m  therefore " a l l u s i v e "  r a t h e r  t h a n  



The Zionsbote c c n t a i n e d  hundreds o f  personal  s t o r i e s ,  o r  

' 'experiencesW (Erfahrungen) over  our  tirne per iod.  T h e  m a  j o r i t y  of  

t h e s e  w e r e  conversion s t o r i e s .  T h i s  became such a popula r  genre  

t h a t  t h e  e d i t o r  f i n a l l y  asked,  on 4 February 1903 ,  t h a t  r e ade r s  

no t  send any more i n ;  t h e r e  w e r e  s t i l l  22 wai t ing t o  be pub l i shed ,  

When t h e  supply  w a s  empty, he s a i d ,  he would Say so .  Persona1 

accountç were a l s o  w r i t t e n  about  h e a l t h  i s s u e s ,  dea ths ,  b i r t h s ,  

ha rdsh ips  o f  va r ious  k inds ,  o r  answers t o  prayer .  These s t o r i e s  

r e sona t ea  with readers .  

One such persona l  account  w i l l  be analyzed i n  t h e  pages t h a t  

fo l low.  If one wished t o  u se  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  r econs t ruc t  c u l t u r e s ,  

J a n i c e  Radway s a i d ,  i t  would be "necessary  t o  connect p a r t i c u l a r  

t e x t s  wi th  t h e  cornrnunities t h a t  produced and consumed them and t o  

make sorne e f f o r t  t o  s p e c i f y  how t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  involved a c t u a l l y  

cons t ruc t ed  those  t e x t s  as rneaningful s emio t i c  s t r uc tu r e s . " "  T h i s  

is  what w i l l  be a t tempted wî th  t h i s  p iece ,  i n  o rder  t o  observe  

i d e n t i t y  formation v i a  t h e  Zionsbote. T h e  quoted t e x t  w i l l  be 

i n t e r r u p t e d  f o r  comment, cornparison, and a n a l y s i s .  

One day i n  t h e  s p r i n g  o r  summer o f  1898,  Sara Ba lze r ,  4 5 ,  of 

Mountain Lake, Minnesota, s a t  down and wrote a long account ,  of 

h e r  convers ion and he r  husband 's  r ecen t  dea th ,  f o r  t h e  Zionsbote. 

It was publ ished 28 September 1898 under t h e  t i t l e  "A S i s t e r ' s  

Experience."  She began: 

Dear Zions-Bote! A long t i m e  ago a l ready  
Godls S p i r i t  reminded me  t o  a l s o  g ive  you 
something about  our  exper ience  along on 
your c i r c u i t ;  1 always felt though t h a t  1 
would rather l e a v e  it t o  o t h e r s  who could do 
it  b e t t e r  t h a n  1 could.  When t h e  Bote arrives 



i n  our  house, 1 alwzys first check i f  it 
c o n t a i n s  t h e  expe r i ence s  o f  G e s c h w i s t e r  and 
t nen  it occurred  t o  me [hiess es i n  m i r ] :  
"Serve o t h e r s  wi th  what you have, even as 
you want o t h e r s  t o  s e r v e  you." So 1 w i l l  t e l l ,  
t o  t h e  g l o r y  o f  God, t h e  g r e a t  t h i n g s  t h e  Lord 
has done f o r  u s ,  

Th i s  opening w a s  t y p i c a l  fcr  such accounts .  f t  was 

a p o l o g e t i c  about  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  w r i t e  and it e s t a b l i s h e d  

mo t iva t i on  and " c r e d e n t i a l s v v .  The l a t t e r  l a y  i n  God's i n s t r u c t i o n  

and a p e r s o n a l l y  heard  b i b l i c a l  t e x t .  Apologe t i c  beginnings no 

doubt  r e f l e c t e d ,  i n  many c a s e s ,  genuine  a n x i e t y  about  s e t t i n g  

o n e ' s  thoughts  i n t o  t h e  p u b l i c  medium and seerned t o  occur  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  accounts  l i k e  conve r s ions  where t h e  w r i t e r  was 

l i k e l y  w r i t i n g  f o r  p u b l i c  consumption onLy once. Gestures  o f  

humility may have s i g n a l l e d  r e l a t i v e l y  Low s t a t u s  o r  a u t h o r i t y  i n  

t h e  comrnunity. They e v e n t u a l l y  seemed t o  become a convention i n  

t h e s e  persona1 accounts .  More exper ienced  w r i t e r s ,  such a s  r e g u l a r  

cor responden ts  and t h e  "working b ro the r s " ,  as i t i n e r a n t  m i n i s t e r s  

w e r e  c a l l e d ,  d i d  n o t  g e n e r a l i y  open t h i s  way. Never theless ,  t h e  

use o f  such  humble j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  p u t  t h e  w r i t e r  on a f o o t i n g  w i t h  

o t h e r s .  ft shou ld  be noted t h a t  h u m i l i t y  s t a tements  seemed t o  

become sornewhat less f r equen t  o v e r  t i m e .  The e d i t o r  o f t e n  gave 

encouraging and a p p r e c i a t i v e  remarks abou t  t h e  e f f o r t  o f  wr i t i ng ,  

and as we have s e e n  i n  o t h e r  p l a c e s ,  o f f e r e d  some g e n t l e  

i n s t r u c t i o n  f o r  w r i t e r s .  

Wri t ing ,  a t  any r a t e ,  was more d i f f i c u l t  than reading.  "1 a m  

neve r  too i n d o l e n t  t o  read, said P .  H. Neufeld o f  North Dakota, 11 

April 1900,  "even i f  t h e  Zionsbote came t w i c e  a week." But he had 

o f f  wr i t i ng ,  "for t h e  thought  always wi th  m e  t h a t  



my w r i t i n g  is s o  very  rinaccomgiished znd o t h e r  Geschwister could 

do i t  so much b e t t e r  t h a n  I . . . [ B J u t  t h a t  is not  u p r i g h t  and sirnpiy 

a s u g ç e s t i o n  from Satan,  i n  o r d e r  t o  keep q u i e t  about  o u r  

b l e s s i n g s . "  S ince  t h e  e d i t o r  and o t h e r s  f r e q u e n t l y  reininded 

ZionsSote r e a d e r s  t h a t  i t  w a s  a  C h r i s t i a n  s e r v i c e  CO w r i t e ,  even a 

du ty ,  t h o s e  who d i d  so ,  l i k e  Sara  B a l z e r  and P.H. Neufela, o f t e n  

exp la ined  t h e i r  mot iva t ion  i n  t h o s e  te rms.  

But reading s p u r r e d  w r i t i n g .  D, F a s t  from Russia wrote on  27 

January  1897,  " A f t e r  a l o n g  s i l e n c e  1: f e l c  one evening, a s  1 was 

s i t t i n g  a lone and reading Our paper  and f i n d i n g  myself i n s p i r e d  by 

v a r i o u s  a r t i c l e s ,  t h e  p r e s s u r e  wi th in ,  t o  a l s o  g i v e  a  s i g n  o f  l i f e  

from m e . "  Such w r i t i n g ,  he s a i d ,  w a s  a s e r v i c e  t o  t h e  widely 

s c a t t e r e d  members of  "our f e l lowsh ip" ,  t o  have "empathyn 

[ Fuehl  ung]  with  one a n o t h e r .  

One o c c a s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e  of w r i t i n g  f o r  the Zionsbote was t o  

f u l f i l l  a  vow. The person promised t h a t  if a c e r t a i n  p rayer  w a s  

heard,  p r a i s e  f o r  t h e  answer would be given publicly through t h e  

Zionsbote. One such f o r t u n a t e  occas ion  was recorded by Kath. 

George o f  Tiege, Russia ,  who t o l d  readers h e r  baby son w a s  s t i l l  

a l i v e  a t  6 months. H e  w a s  her  t e n t h  and on ly  l i v i n g  c h i l d ,  n ine  

p rev ious  c h i l d r e n  having d ied .  But even he re  s h e  had f e l t  h e r s e l f  

a lmost  " too  weak t o  w r i t e  it down."" 

After h e r  opening s t a t ement ,  S a r a  Ba lze r  continued:  

Already from my youth Godls  S p i r i t  has worked 
i n  my h e a r t ,  though 1 did n o t  know w n a t  it was. 
M y  d e a r  mother had t a u g h t  m e  t o  p ray  and a l s o  
o f t e n  t o l d  us  c h i l d r e n  t h a t  we should  n o t  f a11  
a s l e e p  wi thout  praying, an  i n s t r u c t i o n  1 t r ied 
t o  fo l low f a i t h f u l l y ,  but it d id  n o t  s a t i s f y  me. 
When 1 w a s  15, 1 got  Nervenfieber [lit. nerves 
f e v e r ]  l6 and w a s  s i c k  e i g h t  weeks. When 1 w a s  



wel l  aga in ,  ï determirred t o  l e a d  a c o m p l e t e l y  
d i f f e r e n t  l i f e ,  b u t  u n f o r t u n a t e l y  1 c o u l d  n o t  
do it, f o r  1 t r ied i n  my own s t r e n g t h  and soon 
realized t h a t  1 w a s  do ing  worse and became aware 
1 was on the  b road  way." Bes ides  t h i s  I a l s o  had 
a great f e a r  o f  being f e t e r n a l l y ]  l o s t ,  and  o f t e n  
sought  o u t  s o l i t a r y  p l a c e s  where 1 c r i e d  a Lot and 
prâyed, b u t  my f r i v o l o u s  n a t u r e  did n o t  show any 
of  t h i s  t o  o t h e r s .  When 1 was 1 9 ,  1 w e n t  t o  
[bapt i smal]  c l a s s e s  t o o  and it was my h e a r t ' s  
e a r n e s t  desire t h e n  t o  a t t a i n  s a l v a t i o n g ; ]  a t  
t h a t  t ime t o o  1 cried and prayed much. H memorized 
# 476 from t h e  hyrnnbook and t h e n  o f t e n  prayed 
i t s  words. When the  Song, "O d e a r e s t  y o u t h ,  how 
can it be, e t c . "  w a s  Sung t h e  Sunday b e E o r e  
~ e n t e c o s t " * o h ,  how my h e a r t  was stirred; 1 
longed t o  have r e s t  and peace i n  my h e a r t ,  f o r  
1 f e l t  keenly  t h e  burden o f  s i n  and t h o u g h t ,  
once 1 would have r e c e i v e d  baptism, t h e n  it  would 
be l i g h t e r ,  b u t  it made no d i f f e r e n c e .  At t h a t  
t ime noth ing  w a s  sa id  about  t h e  p o s s i b i H i t y  of 
having Our s i n s  forgiven. 

S a r a  Ba lze r  was born t o  Bernhard Klassens i n  1853 and grew 

up i n  Alexanderkrone, a v i l l a g e  i n  t h e  Molotschna c o l o n y  o f  Sou th  

Russia ."  A t  21, she  marr ied  H e i n r i c h  Balzer ,  born  i n  1852 i n  

Muntau, a n o t h e r  Molotschna v i l l a g e .  These f a c t s  w e x e  no t  g iven  

here, however. S a r a ' s  i n t e n t i o n  w a s  t o  provide  a s p i r i t u a l  

au tobiography,  s o  h e r  chronology fol lowed t h e  c u s t o m  of  such  

a c c o u n t s .  She s e l e c t e d  t h e  e v e n t s  t h a t  s h e  saw a s  t a k i n g  h e r  t o  

t h e  i n t e r t w i n e d  g o a l  o f  c o n v e r s i o n  and baptisrn. That journey began 

a t  t h e  p l a c e  many o f  t h e s e  a c c o u n t s  did, wi th  e a r l n e s t  s p i r i t u a l  

awareness,  u s u a l l y  i n  t h e  ch i ldhood  o r  a d o l e s c e n t  years. 

Many convers ion  accoun t s  of f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  Nennon i t e  

Bre th ren ,  t h a t  is,  those  who had been f irst  b a p t i z e d  i n  the O l d  

Church, a l s o  emphasized, a s  S a r a  d i d ,  how u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  t h a t  

e x p e r i e n c e  had been. Sa ra  F r i e s e n ,  f o r  example, wrote i n  h e r  

accoun t  of 20 April 1892 that af te r  h e r  baptisrn s h e  was t h e  same 



persori as before. "1 often asked myself, " s h e  said,  "is thac whât 

conversion means?" Jakob Wiens of Bradshaw, Nebraska, described 

h i s  first baptism in his conversion story of 22 July 1892. A 

meeting with Elder Benjamin Ratzlaff of nearly an hour had 

convinced him of his spiritual need, he said, "but there was no 

talk of conversion at that time." He joined the church "but the 

[my] heart was not changed.. .=ter 1 had received communion, then 

godless living really started...[I] sang, danced and drank as hard 

as 1 could, " 

The point here is not to confirn or dispute these 

perceptions, but to suggest that a steady reiteration of them kept 

alive the barriers the Mennonite Brethren schism had erected. One 

story after another reminded readers that the "other" Mennonites 

had an inadequate understanding of salvation or had at the very 

least become negligent in their practice of it. It is not 

surprising that Mennonite Brethren kept aloof from other 

Mennonites in ~merica" and that tensions in Russia only abated 

7 1  gradually. -- 

In 1874 1 was married [Sara Balzer went on] but 
the longing for salvation remained in me. We 
talked about this with each other but told 
no one else. In 1876 we migrated to America. 
After three days of travel, our baby boy, 10 
months old, died, which was almost unbearable 
for us. It was pitch dark as he was carried 
outside. The train stopped for only 5 minutes. 
Oh how painful this was for us and we took 
refuge in prayer. When 1 was struggling with 
this and begged the loving Lord to send me some 
comfort from his word, so that 1 could 
surrender myself to his will, these words came 
to me [da hiess es in mir] : "And it came to 
pass, that the beggar died, and was carried 
by the angels into Abrahamf s bosom. w 2 2  Because 
our child could not be buried, this was a great 
comfort to me. The Lord really drew us to 



himse l f  ac chat t ime.  When we f i rs t  ârrived 
here i n  Mountôin Lake [Minnesota], o u r  frierrds 
w e r e  a i r e a d y  t h e r e ,  wai t ing  t o  p i c k  us up. 
Oh how dreary e v e r y t h i n g  looked then:  t h e  
g rzssnoppers  had taken everyth ing,  and w e  
o E t r n  promised ourse lves ,  i f  w e  cou id  j u s t  
have food and c loch ing  and a s m a l l  s h e l t e r ,  
t h e n  we wouid b2 contenced. The Lord g r a n t e d  
us t h i s ,  t h a t  w e  could soon e a r n  o u r  l i v e l i h o o d  
he re ,  bu t  he did not cease  working i n  o u r  h e a r t s  
by h i s  S p i r i t .  

Baptisrn s i g n a l l e d  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  

and commitments o f  t h e  c o m u n i t y ;  a eupherrtisrn f o r  it was "gross 

[becoming 

Not once 

and 

t h i s  

even though 

u s u a l l y  fo l lowed,  

w r i t i n g  d i d  

t h e  second h a l f  

mention 

Sara  a l s o  

h e r  husband 

t h e  w a s  

devoted  t o  a n  account  o f  his d e a t h -  She may have assumed peop le  

knew him, e i t h e r  p e r s o n a l l y  o r  £rom a b r i e f  n o t i c e  o f  h i s  a e a t h  

t h a t  had appeared i r r  t h e  Zionsbote e a r l i e r .  I t  a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  

persona1 w r i t i n g  was e x a c t l y  t h a t ,  inward and e x p e r i e n t i a l .  

Mennonite Bre th ren  h i s t o r i a n s  have d i s c u s s e à  and argued al some 

l e n g t h  the  d e n o r i n a t i o n ' s  mix of t h e o l o g i c a l  i n f l u e n c e s ,  whether 
- - 

Anabap t i s t ,  P i e t i s t ,  B a p t i s t ,  Arnerican Fundamental is t  o r  o rhe r . - '  

The c u l t u r e  of t h e  Zionsbote, however, w a s  unmis takeably  

s u b j e c t i v e ,  and i t s  s t o r i e s  p r a c t i c e d  t h e  " theo logy  o f  exper ience"  

which i s  o f t e n  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  h e a r t  of  P i e t i s t  theology.'" 

The of m i g r a t i o n ,  s i n c e  t h i s  w a s  n o t  t r a v e l  accounï ,  

w e r e  compressed by S a r a  i n t o  a  s i n g l e  r e f e r e n c e  t o  an extrernely 

p â i n f u l  exper ience ,  t h e  d e a t h  

could n o t  be ~ f f e r e d . ~ '  This 

c h i l d  and t h e  f act t h a t  

t r agedy  c o l o r e d  

t h e  Ba lze r s '  e n t i r e  exper ience  of  migra t ion .  T h e  s i n g l e  s t o r y  n î r e  

probably  s t o o d  i n  f o r  t h e  l o s s ,  i s o l a t i o n ,  and s t r a n g e n e s s  t h a ï  



rnany r e ~ d e r s  a s  irrznigrants hac  z l s o  e x p e r i e r i ~ e à .  T t  w a s  a l so  mec 

h e r e  as an impor tant  s i g n p o s t  o f  t h e  journey towaras G o c .  

There were f e w  accoun t s  o f ,  o r  even re fo rences  CO, 

p ionee r ing  i n  t h e  e x t a n t  c o p i e s  o f  t h e  Zionsbote d u r i n g  our 

p e r i o d .  Only o c c a s i o n a l l y  d id  srnall  d e t a i l s  such as Sara B a l z e r  

gave i n  h e r  mention o f  t h e  d r e a r y  grasshopper- infec ted  l a n a s c a p e  

g l i n t  o u t  O£ s t o r i e s  o r  r e p o r t s .  This  omission is  puzz l ing ,  f o r  

s ü r e l y  t h e s e  exper iences  w e r e  n o t  o u t s i d e  t h e  scope o f  t h e  

s u b s c r i b e r s '  concerns.  Such accoun t s  may have appeared i n  t h e  

f i rs t  years ,  f o r  which no c o p i e s  exist. More l i k e l y ,  however, 

t h e s e  r e f e r e n c e s  were lodged i n  t h e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  "immigrant" 

papers such a s  t h e  Mennonitische Rundschau, wi th  i t s  b l u n t e r  and 

somewhat more s e c u l a r  t o n e -  They d i d  no t  become p a r t  of  t h e  

Zionsbote d i scourse ,  and s o  no precedents  were s e t  f o r  t h e i r  

i n c l u s i o n .  For a church p a p e r  b r i d ç i n g  a c o m u n i t y  on bo th  sides 

of t h e  ocean, t h e  p i o n e e r i n g  exper i ence  d i d  n o t  cha l l enge  o r  

c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  aims o f  u n i t y  i n  t h e  same way migra t ion  did- 

Other  sources  p rov ide  some background t o  S a r a ' s  f e w  

s e n t e n c e s  about a r r i v a 1  and p i o n e e r i n g .  T h e  f irst  Mennonite 

f a m i l i e s  s e t t l e d  i n  Mountain Lake, Minnesota, i n  1873, a f t e r  b e i n g  

persuaded by agent  Wil l iam Seeger  t o  l eave  Yankton, Dakota, where 

some o t h e r  agen t s  had l u r e d  them, and t o  t r a v e l  t o  Cottonwood 

County i n s t e a d .  I t  was an open t r e e l e s s  p r a i r i e  region w i t h  

r o l l i n g  t e r r a i n -  A t  t h a t  tirne some two- th i rds  o f  t h e  s t a t e  was 

s t i l l  w e s t  and n o r t h  of  the frontier line, Mountain Lake came 10 

be i n h a b i t e d  almost  cornpletely by Mennonites, w i th  t h e  first 

fanilies a c t i n g  a s  a rnagnet f o r  o t h e r s .  A t o t a l  of  295 families 



carne between 1873 and 1880. The area had some ~ r e v i o c s  settlemeat 

and t h e  f i rs t  Mennonites bought f a m s  cornplete with equipment f ron 

m e r i c a n s  who w e r e  ready ï o  inove on. They were a b l e  t o  gurchase  

them a t  reasonable  p r i c e s  because grasshoppers  had s p o i i e d  c rops  

f o r  s e v e r a l  seasons ,  Also, r e c a l l e d  a p ioneer  l a t e r ,  some o f  t h e  

Arnericans, e s p e c i a l l y  ve t e r ans  o f  t h e  C i v i l  War, did no t  want t o  

l i v e  wi tn  t h e  " fo r e igne r s "  . 

The Mennonites, s a i d  Ferdinand P. Schu l tz ,  who wrote a  

h i s t o r y  o f  the s e t t l e m e n t ,  ~ e c a r n e  "a rden t  boos t e r s  f o r  t h e i r  

community by seek ing  t o  i n f l u e n c e  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  and f r i e n d s  t o  

come and l i v e  wi th  them i n  M i n n e ~ o t a . " ' ~  Some of t h i s  w a s  through 

persona1  l e t t e r s ,  S u t  t h e  se t t lers  a l s o  addressed a c i r c u l a r  

l e t t e r  o f  some 1200 words t o  "our  Fr iends  and Fellow-believers  i n  

P r u s s i a  and Russia" which w a s  pub l i shed  i n  t h e  e a r l y  immigrant 

paper ,  Zur H e i m a t h ,  i n  May 1875- Cn occas ion they  a l s o  went t o  

p o r t s  such as New York t o  m e e t  immigrants; i n  one ca se  a group 

heading t o  Manitoba w a s  r e - rou ted ,  no t  q u i t e  hones t ly ,  t o  Mountain 

Lake. I n  s p i t e  o f  t h e i r  " chag r in  and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n "  t h e y  ended 

u p  s t ay ing . "  

The Balzers ,  a s  Sara i n d i c a t e s ,  had f r i e n d s  a l r e a d y  l i v i n g  

i n  Mountain Lake. T h e i r  pe r sua s ive  enthusiasrn may w e l l  have 

downplayed t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of p ionee r ing  i n  t h e  a r e a .  The  

g rasshoppers  kept  t h e  s e t t l e r s  a t  n e a r  subs i s t ence  l e v e l  u n t i l  

1877 when t h i s  p lague d i sappeared ,  s a i d  Ferdinand Schu l t z ,  "as  

suddenly  and mys te r ious lyn  a s  it had corne. This  problem w a s  

fo l lowed  b y  b l i g h t  and r u s t .  Mter 1880 c rops  were somewhat 

bet ter ,  b u t  t h e  e a r l y  yea r s  o f  t h e  decade were very  w e t ,  w i th  an  



" e x t r a ~ r d i n a r y ~  w i n t e r  of much snow between 1880 and 1881. During 

7c  t h e s e  w e t  yea rs  a group of 4 4  packed up and moved t o  Kansas.-- 

( a 1  w e r e  members of t he  Mennonite Brethren congregat ion which had 

formed i n  t h e  a r ea  i n  1 8 7 7 ;  t h e  group numbered on ly  107 members a t  

t n e  tirne, s o  it was a s i z e a b l e  1 0 ~ s . ~ ' )  

B y  t h e  1890s  cond i t i ons  had improved t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  

people "no longer  wished t h a t  they  had remained i n  Russia,  o r  t h a t  

cney had s e t t l e d  e l s e w h e r e  i n  A r n e r i c a  ..." Between 1896 and 1902 

some 200 f a m i l i e s  ernigrated from Mountain Lake t o  North Dakota and 

Canada ( e s p e c i a l l y  Saskatchewan), b u t  t he se  migrants  were not 

poorly off,  f o r  they took t r a i n - l o a d s  of equipment f o r  farm and 

household a s  w e l l  as l i v e s t o c k .  They were a t t r a c t e d  t o  t h e s e  

reg ions  f o r  t h e  f r e e  o r  cheap lande3 '  

Sara  continued h e r  account :  

1 always f e l t  w i t h i n  nyse l f  [ I n  mir h i e s s  es] 
t h a t  1 was too  wicked, t h e r e  was no more g r ace  
f o r  m e .  1 f e l t  keen ly  t h a t  1 was s p i r i t u a l l y  
l o s t  [; 1 we prayed t o g e t h e r  much and searched 
i n  God's Word; w e  were a l s o  ab l e  t o  r ece ive  
some comfort t o g e t h e r ,  f o r  example where it says ,  
"A b ru i sed  reed 1 w i l l  r ~ o t  break, and a dimly 
burning w i c k  1 w i l l  no t  quench." For a t i m e  1 had 
g r e a t  anx i e ty  and s eve re  temptat ion when 1 prayed, 
could only  c r y  and  say  t h e  words,"God be merc i fu l  
t o  me a s i n n e r . "  But suddenly one day as 1 w a s  a g a î n  
overtaken by such  g r e a t  f e a r ,  it came t o  m e  [es hiess 
i n  mir] : " I n  t h e  world you have f e a r ,  but  be of  
g r e a t  cheer,  1 have overcome the  world." Then 1 fell 
down i n  repentance  and shame and thanked t h e  d e a r  
Lord, f o r  1 f e l t  t h e  burden w a s  gone from my h e a r t .  
Oh how happy 1 w a s  a t  t h a t  tirne, t h a t  1 could  c l a i m  
God's Word l i k e  t h a t .  Espec i a l l y  important  t o  m e  a t  
t h a t  time w e r e  t h e  p o e t ' s  words: Swing heavenward, 
my s p i r i t ,  f o r  you are a heavenly being." O h  
Geschwister, t o  have a heavenly na tu r e  w i th in  onese l f  
is p r i c e l e s s  and it becomes i nc r ea s ing ly  p r ec ious  t o  
m e  t he se  days. A yea r  and a h a l f  l a t e r  my d e a r  husband 
a l s o  received fo rg ivenes s  through t h i s  Word: "But 
where s i n  abounded, g race  abounded a l 1  t h e  more-" O h  
t h e  grace  and love of God i s  t h e  on ly  t h i n g  t h a t  can 



- - 
b r i n g  u s  through t h i s  sto-m-tossed worid. '- 

Church l i f e  on t h e  Mountain Lake  f r o n t i e r  w a s  d i so rgan ized  

and informal. The first Mennonite church i n  t h e  area was no t  

e s t a b l i s h e d  u n t i l  1876; people  had t r i e d  t o  keep up r e l i g i o u s  

p r a c t i c e s  by meeting i n  hoines. Some of  t h e  American denominations 

l i k e  Methodis ts  and B a p t i s t s  regarded t h e  Mennonites a s  good 

cand ida tes  f o r  e v a n g e l i s t i c  a c t i v i t y -  Never îhe less ,  said Ferdinand 

Schul tz ,  r e l i g i o n  was "much more impor tant  t o  t h e  Mennonites 

i n d i v i d u a l l y  and c o l l e c t i v e l y  t h a n  it was t o  t h e  average  American 

f ront iersman,  "" I n  t h e  1880s, t h e r e  w a s  a marked i n c r e a s e  of 

s e r i o u s  i n t e r e s t  i n  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h e  Mountain Lake community, which 

Schu l t z  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  emigra t ion ,  t h e  h a r d s h i p s  of  p i o n e e r  l i f e ,  

and t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of  t h e  American e v a n g e l i s t s  among thern. H e  a l s o  

c r e d i t e d  t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren  e f f o r t s .  "The small nurnber of 

Bre thren  who came t o  t h i s  community were looked down upon by t h e  

o t h e r  Mennonites i n  t h e  sarne way a s  i n  Russ ia  and t h e r e f o r e  were 

n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  welcorne i n  t h e  new home, bu t  they  w e r e  e a r n e s t l y  

e v a n g e l i s t i c  and conducted r e g u l a r  B ib le  s t u d y  and p r a y e r  s e r v i c e s  

t o  which t hey  i n v i t e d  a l 1  who would condescend t o  corne."" It was 

t h i s  p e r i o d  and t h i s  group t h a t  brought  S a r a  B a l z e r l s  s p i r i t u a l  

q u e s t  t o  a cu lmina t ion .  

Although t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren  unders tood t h e i r  movement a s  

one of  r ecover ing  what t h e  l a r g e r  Mennonite church had l o s t ,  t h e  

emphasis on r e g e n e r a t i o n  r a t h e r  than  s a n c t i f i c a t i o n  undoubtedly 

came from t h e  p i e t i s t i c  i n f l u e n c e s  t h e  e a r l y  Bre thren ,  even be fo re  

secess ion ,  had absorbed.  When Sara  Ba lze r  s t a t e d  t h a t  h e r  "burden" 

w a s  gone, s h e  had reached t h e  goa l ,  n o t  o n l y  of  her own longing,  



but of the narrative as well. This was the oEtcome everÿ 

conversion story pursued; tnis was the point that needed to be 

presented and "proved" in the meetings of examination precoding 

baptism, S a r a  had "appropriatedm the scriptural message of 

forgiveness personally; this was also an emotional climax for her. 

She went on: 

Because we read much in Godrs Word and 
because salvation was a serious matter to 
us, we soon discovered that we should let 
ourselves be baptized yet, for Jesus himself 
was baptized in the Jordan, where he says in 
Matthew 3 [: 151 : "In this way it is fitting for us 
to fulfill al1 righteousness." Oh how the faithful 
Saviour stooped to us sinful people, He prepared 
the way, now we can follow him and often we 
find it so hard. We were buried in Christ's 
death through baptism on October 29, 1882. 
As we walked to the water, the Song "Jesus, 
Guide Our Waytt was Sung. 1 was especially struck 
by the verse: 

Though difficult our way, 
steadfast let us be 
Even in the hardest days 
F i r m l  y, uncomplaining 
For through adversity 
Lies the way to Thee- 

1 have learned to understand this more over time 
than 1 understood it then,  still Jesus goes 
before, we need only follow. We have enjoyed 
various blessings from the Lord in fellowship 
with his children. 

Since the written Zionsbote conversion accounts came from 

church mernbers, and thus appeared after baptism had occurred, the 

description of the baptismal experience became an important and 

additional part of the print narrative of conversion- Sara 

mentioned scriptural justification for their re-baptism. Some 

accounts presented the decision about baptisrn as another hard 

journey, including descriptions of the various stages of struggle 

they had to overcome before they became convinc2d that this step 



w a s  necessary ,  Of t en  tnere were b a r r i e r s  of  r e s i s t â n c e  râisea by 

o t h e r s  o r  even persona l  humi l i a t i ons  t o  overcome. I n  t h e  early 

y e a r s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  when t h e  Brethren grorip was r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  

and g e n e r a l l y  der ided ,  re-baptism was â d i £  f i c u l t  and 

consequen t ia l  a c t ,  one t h a t  might e n t a i 1  a drop i n  s o c i o c u l t u r a l  

s t a t u s .  Hence it formed a s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t  of  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  of t h e  

group, and i t s  r e i t e r a t i o n ,  a long  w i th  nega t i ve  de ta i l s  about t h e  

OLd Church, would r ea s su re  t hose  i n s i d e  t h e  group--those reading 

t h e  account-- that  they  w e r e  c o r r e c t  i n  what they  had done. I t  

became a c r u c i a l  p o i n t  i n  the ongoing process  of  s e l f -  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  Thus, convers ion accounts  u s u a l l y  ended a t  t h e  

p o i n t  a t  which t h e  w r i t e r  j o ined  t h e  church by baptism. 

I n  t h e  a r t i c l e  "The Ear ly  Brethren and  onv version"^^ John B. 

Toews analyzed t h e  Zionsbote convers ion s t o r i e s  f o r  e a r l y  

Mennonite Brethren unders tanding o f  convers ion.  A s  has a l ready  

been seen,  t h i s  w a s  a process  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by d i s i l l u s ionmen t  

w i t h  r e l i g i o u s  exper ience  i n  t h e  O l d  Church and t hen  t h e  climax of 

convers ion a f t e r  a pe r iod  o f  struggle. T h e  climax w a s  a happy, 

momentous occas ion,  which then  led t o  a f f i l i a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  

Bre th ren-  Many of t h e  accounts  a l s o  po r t r ayed  p e n i t e n t i a l  agony 

[Seelenangst;  lit. sou1 fear ] ,  o r  spoke of p r i o r  s i n f u l n e s s .  Sara 

Ba l ze r  t o l d  o f  f e a r  bu t  h e r  account  w a s  m i lde r  than  many. Other 

accounts ,  Tcews wrote, a l s o  r evea l ed  p a r t i c u l a r  p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  

fomed Brethren i d e n t i t y :  p ray ing  a loud  d u r i n g  t h e  open prayer  

t ime  a t  some s e r v i c e s  (cons idered  a kind o f  breakthrough i n  

convers ion)  and confess ion  of  s i n s  t o  someone e l s e ,  perhaps one ' s  

spouse  o r  a f r i e n d .  



Toews sugges ted  t n e r e  were ceriain dangers  in "the c o n s t a n t  

r e o f f i r m a c i o n  of t h i s  ' theology of beginnings t t t " ,  t h u s  conf iming  

t h a t  t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  t h e  exper ience  w a s  a s  powerful  a f o r c e  i n  

i d e n t i t y  fo rmat ion  a s  the  exper ience  i t s e l f .  T h e  emphasis on 

p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  genera ted  two dangers ,  he said. F i r s t ,  it 

became the main means of v a l i d a t i n g  b i b l i c a l  t r u t h  and thus  set 

t h e  s t a n d a r d  by which o t h e r s  were judged, As  such, it was a form 

o f  "border  c o n t r o l n  which hindered c o n t a c t  wi th  o t h e r s  and caused 

Brethren-Old Church t e n s i o n s .  Second, the emphasis on persona1 

exper ience  might  create a community d e s i r o u s  o n l y  o f  r e p e a t i n g  t h e  

emotions of t h e  o r i g i n a l  e ~ p e r i e n c e . ~ '  From a communications 

p e r s p e c t i v e ,  it can be a s s e r t e d  t h a t  r e p e a t i n g  border  s t o r i e s  does  

indeed form b o r d e r s .  Whether members wished t o  r e p e a t  t h e  ernotions 

of  convers ion  is h a r d e r  t o  s u b s t s n t i a t e ,  b u t  i n  pub l i shed  form 

t h e s e  accoun t s  were permanent, widely d i s t r i b u t e d ,  and could  be 

re- read .  They c e r t a i n l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  models of exper ience  which 

must have a f f e c t e d  t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  d e t a i l  f o r  subsequent  accoun t s  

as w e l l  a s  t h e  c o n v e r s i o n  exper iences  o f  younger people  r ead ing  

them. The s t o r i e s  o f  f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  members had a genuine, if 

o c c a s i o n a l l y  uncornfortable,  f e e l ;  their f e a r s  and s t r u g g l e  w e r e  

n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  a g a i n s t  the backdrop of  c i r cumstances  t h a t  might 

i n c l u d e  a drunken husband drowning i n  the w e l l ,  f o r  example, o r  

t h e  t empta t ion  t o  commit su ic ide . "  The convers ion  accounts  of 

c h i l d r e n  o f  t h e s e  members g e n e r a l l y  l acked  t h e s e  d i r e  M t i g a t i n g  

c i rcumstances  and  a l s o  o f t e n  r e f l e c t e d  a convers ion  exper ience  a t  

a younger age .  Y e t  t h e i r  n a r r a t i v e  reached f o r  t h e  same emotions 

of f e a r  and r e l i e f .  They were a r t i c u l a t i n g  a convers ion  emphasis 



with in  t h e  language and s t r u c t u r e  that had Deen produced and fixed 

i n  p r i n t  by t h e  Zionsbote. 

Sara B a l z e r v s  account  was more than a convers ion  account,  

however- She a l s o  wanted t o  t e l l  o f  h e r  husband's death ,  and found 

t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  t o  t h a t  even t  i n  t h e  Song Sung a t  h e r  baptism. She 

presen ted  t h e  d e a t h  s t o r y  a s  t h e  culminat ion o f  a series of 

a d v e r s i t i e s  which w e r e  cont inuing t o  b r i n g  h e r  c l o s e r  t o  God. 

There were many s t o r i e s  l i k e  t h i s  i n  t h e  Zionsbote as w e l l ;  t hey  

expressed a view o f  s u f f e r i n g  as a c r u c i b l e  o f  s p i r i t u a l  

r e f i nenen t .  Here too ,  i n  accord wi th  e d i t o r  Harms' i n s t r u c t i o n s  t o  

writers of convers ion accounts ,  Sara  grounded t h e  n a r r a t i o n  of h e r  

exper iences  i n  b i b l i c a l  r e fe rences  and a l l u s i o n s .  She wrote: 

I n  1885 misfor tune  came Our way when we 
were burned o u t  through l i gh tn ing ,  eve ry th ing  
burned excep t  t h e  l i v e s t o c k .  I t  was p a i n f u l  
f o r  u s  t o  s t a n d  by, almost  naked. W e  t h en  
went a l ong  wi th  my s i b l i n g s  f o r  t h e  n i g h t  and 
s i n c e  1 cou ld  no t  s l e e p  a t  a l 1  t h a t  n i g h t ,  
1 g o t  up and went o u t s i d e  and gave free r e i n  
t o  my tears. I t  was June 20 and q u i t e  a co ld  
n igh t  and because 1 w a s  wearing every th ing  1 
owned, 1 was f i l l e d  wi th  worry, but Matthew 6 : 2 5 - 2 6  
becarne a comfort t o  m e ,  t h a t  t h e  heavenly 
Fa ther  would c a r e  f o r  us  and he d i d  too ,  thanks 
t o  him f o r  it. 

I n  1886 t h e  Lord took a l 1  ou r  f o u r  ch i l d r en .  
There w e  were, l one ly  and forsaken;  o f t e n  w e  had t o  
ask, Why Lord? But t h e r e  w a s  nothing t o  do b u t  y i e l d  
ou r se lve s  t o  God's w i l l .  The Lord sought  t o  draw us 
n e a r e r  t o  himself  and oh how o f t e n  h e - l e t  u s  f e e l  
h i s  presence ,  b l e s sed  hours indeed. W e  could  share 
Our ]oYs and sorrows with  each o t h e r  t h e n  and kneel  
side by side and pour o u t  ou r  h e a r t s  be fo r e  God. I n  
s p r i n g  of  1888, my d e a r  husband became il1 ... 

T h e  f ou r  c h i l d r e n  Sara mentions were ages 7 ,  6, and 2 years ,  

and 2 months. They had died wi th in  t h e  space of  s e v e r a l  months, 

t h e  f i r s t  t h r e e  w i t h i n  one week and t h e  baby several months l a t e r .  



O n e  report c i t e d  scarlet fever, a n o t h s r  d i p h t h e r i a -  Lwo other  

c h i l d r e n  had d i e d  e a r l i e r ,  b e s ide s  t h e  one who d i e d  on t h e  

journey.  Heinr ich  and Sera, marr ied  12 y e a r s  by 1886, had had 
- - 

seven  c h i l d r e n  and had endured seven dea th s - '=  But t he se  d e r a i l s  

were ornitted i n  t h i s  a ccoun t ,  S t o r i e s  o f  s u f f e r i n g  were no t  a l l -  

encompassirig autobiography,  b u t  were meant t o  Since  she 

was p r epa r ing  readers f o r  h e r  husbandrs  death s t o r y ,  Sara 

emohasized t h e i r  marital c lo senes s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  being a b l e  t o  

share joys  and sorrows and t o  p ray  t o g e t h e r .  The i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  

i t  w a s  implied,  was an example o f  t h e  i n t imacy  o f  community when 

people  shared t h e  same s p i r i t u a l  va lue s  and sou rce s  o f  comfort.  

Accounts i n  which both  p a r t n e r s  had j o ined  t h e  church o f t e n  h i n t e d  

a t  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h i s  had reso lved  i n  the i r  l i v e s ;  w r i t e r s  

w i thou t  t h i s  advantage sometimes h i n t e d  a t  marr iage  p r o b l e m .  Sara  

Ba l ze r  seemed t o  be ho ld ing  up a s p i r i t u a l l y  companionate marr iage  

a s  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c l o s e  example of  t h e  " f e l l owsh ip  wi th  [Godrs]  

c h i l d r e n "  she  had p r a i s e d  e a r l i e r  when speak ing  o f  t h e  Mennonite 

Bre th ren  church. 

Sara  b r i e f l y  d e s c r i b e d  h e r  husbandrs  e a r l i e r  i l l n e s s  and 

phys i ca l  symptoms, and t h e n  came t o  1898 and h i s  l a s t  week, which 

s h e  se t  d o m  i n  some d e t a i l :  

One week be fo r e  h i s  dea th  [Heimgang, lit - home- 
going] he s a i d  i t  seemed u rgen t  t o  him t h a t  he 
prepare t o  d i e  [ s e i n  Haus b e s t e l l e n ,  l it .  o rde r  
h i s  house] .  1 c o u l d  no t  comprehend i t  and s a id ,  
"whzt s h a l l  1 do  a l o n e  t hen  w i t h  t h e  l i t t l e  
chi ldren?"  1 a l s o  do no t  b e l i e v e  t h e  Lord will 
take you from us." Then he s a i d  h i s  h e a r t  was s o  
a f r a i d  when he thought  about  soon appear ing before 
Godvs f ace ,  it would on ly  be g r a c e  i f  he were saved,  
f o r  he had no th ing  t o  show f o r  h imse l f .  Then w e  
k n e l t  and prayed and my dear husband asked e s p e c i a l l y ,  
i f  i t  was God's w i l l  t h a t  he  d e p a r t  from here ,  H e  



would g i v e  hin t h e  g race  t o  m e e t  H i m  j o y f u i l y , . .  
[She relates more d e t a i l s  of t h i n g s  he s a i d ,  h i s  
worsening cond i t i on ,  h e r  d i s t r e s s  about  i t .] 
Saturday n i g h t  t o  Suncay 1 w a s  overcome wi th  such fear  
and my c h e s t  h u r t  m e  s o  much t h a t  I had t o  groan and 
a sk :  Lord, w h a t l s  t h e  n a t t e r ,  1 am surely n o t  steel o r  
Stone t h a t  you hûve t o  t a k e  such  a w a y  with  m e ,  1 
impiored t h e  L o r d  t o  g i v e  me s t r e n g t h  t o  y i e l d  t o  
h i s  w i l l .  1 d i d  no t  want t o  add t o  rny d e a r  husband'ç 
s u f f e r i n g  by n o t  be ing  a b l e  t o  l e t  go o f  him. 
I n  t h e  morning he was a g a i n  ve ry  s h o r t  of b r e a t h  
and said, 1 w i l l  suddenly be gone and I have not  
pu t  my house i n  o rde r .  When he was b r ea th ing  
sonewhat easier again ,  he said: "Now 1 have t o  o rde r  
my a f f a i r s - "  Again 1 cou ld  s c a r c e l y  comprehend it, 
bu t  he s a i d ,  "Mama, we've reached t h a t  po in t . "  Onïy 
someone who has exper ienced t h i s  unders tands  how 1 
f e i t  then .  Then 1 t o l d  him what 1 had gone through 
t h a t  n i g h t  and how we had t o  l e t  go of  one ano ther ,  
Then he  sha r ed  wi th  m e  h i s  i d e a s  o f  w h a t  would be 
best f o r  m e  and o u r  c h i l d r e n ,  and a s  he came t o  t h e  
c h i l d r e n  h e  said, "It s e e m s  t o  m e  it w i l l  be 
somewhat d i f f i c u l t  f o r  you, but what would w e  do 
i f  w e  remained [ t oge the r ? ]  ; a f t e r  a l l ,  t h e  Lord 
must do it and he w i l l  a l s o  do it." Then he added, 
when it would seem da rk  t o  me  and 1 knew no way 
ou t ,  1 shou ld  n o t  look  t o  myself o r  my loved ones, 
b u t  r a t h e r  o v e r  t h e r e  t o  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e ,  then  
t h e  Lord would compensate f o r  every th ing  and would 
have s p e c i a l  g r ace  f o r  me,  t o  b e a r  every th ing  t h a t  
cornes, and 1 shou ld  always remember t h a t  none of  
us has a  permanent abode he re .  O h  Geschwister ,  1 
w i l l  never  f o r g e t  t h a t  Sunday, how hear tb reak ing  
and y e t  b l e s s e d  i t  was. In  t h e  a f t e rnoon  w e  read 
t o g e t h e r  the  Word: "There remains t h e r e f o r e  a  r e s t  
t o  t h e  peop le  o f  God." Seve ra l  t i m e s  he s a i d  ye t ,  
"How b l i s s f u l  a  rest i t  w i l l  ber when 1 a m  f i n a l l y  
a b l e  t o  e n t e r  t h e  r e s t  p repared  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  
of God." It seems 1 s t i l l  h e a r  him s ay ing  it. Then 
we k n e l t  s i d e  by s i d e  y e t  and thanked t h e  lov ing  
Saviour  f o r  a l 1  t h e  b l e s s i n g s  he had given us  
togecher  and asked f o r  f u r t h e r  h e l p  i n  Our 
s i t u a t i o n .  It w a s  t h e  l a s t  t ime we ben t  Our knees 
t oge the r .  When we r o s e  from prayer ,  my husband 
was ve ry  happy and s a i d ,  n W e  a l r e a d y  enjoy heavenly 
d e l i g h t s  [Speise] h e r e  ! " 1 cou ld  on ly  c r y -  H e  
looked a t  me  s o  k ind ly  and said he loved m e  ve ry  
much and f e l t  so r e l i e v e d  t h a t  1 would l e t  him 
go i f  t h i s  w a s  God's w i l l . ,  . . 

The dea th  s t o r y  w a s  n o t  unique t o  t h e  Zionsbote. The 

V i c t o r i a n  e r a  t o l d  s t o r i e s  of  dea th  i n  books and p e r i o d i c a l s ,  



o f t e n  iz s e n t i m e n t a l i z e d  f a s h i o c .  I n  puc t ing  he r  husbanc's dezïh 

i n t o  writing S a r a  was commemorating him, b u t  more imporcant ly  she  

w a s  statL2g the meanings t o  be a e r i v e d  from t h e  exper ience ,  one i n  

which s h e  w a s  va lued and af f i rmed ,  one i n  which s h e  g r i e v e d  and 

found s p i r i t u a l  strength i n  t h e  v i s i o n  her husband conveyed o f  h i s  

imminent d e p a r t u r e ,  She p r o f e s s e d  t h e  cornmunity's c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  

it w a s  i n p o r t a n t  t o  be p r o p e r l y  p repared  f o r  dea th  and I l l u s t r a t e a  

what t h i s  p r e p a r a t i o n  invo lved .  

S a r a  cont inued t o  t r a c e  h e r  memories of  t h a t  l a s t  week, w i t h  

h e r  husband's  c o n d i t i o n  worsening, t h e n  improving s l i g h t l y ,  and 

worsening again .  She t o l d  more of t h e i r  las t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  h i s  

l a s t  - rayer ,  h i s  "Amens" t o  t h e  p r a y e r s  of  those  who w e r e  w i th  

him, t h e  l a s t  song, and h i s  l a s t  words: "Soon, soon, t h e  s t r u g g l e  

i s  f i n i s h e d . "  Death, i n  t h i s  s t c r y  and many o t h e r s  i n  t h e  paper ,  

~ a r a l l e l e d  journey s t o r i e s  wi th  t h e i r  long,  hea r tb reak ing  

f a r e w e l l s .  She t h e n  said: 

... Now he f e l t  s o  t ired and wanted t o  s l e e p ;  we 
s e t t l e d  him a s  comfor tably  a s  p o s s i b l e  i n  t h e  
rocking c h a i r  and soon he had sunk i n t o  a s w e e t  
s l e e p ,  s l e e p i n g  p e a c e f u l l y  l i k e  he had n o t  s l e p t  
f o r  two months, u n t i l  4:30 i n  t h e  morning and 
because w e  did n o t  s i t  up wi th  him, w e  d i d  n o t  
n o t i c e  when, p e a c e f u l l y ,  wi thou t  movement o r  sound, 
d e a t h  broke  t h e  bond o f  marriage,  and o n l y  one who 
has gone through it w i l l  unders tand.  To s t a n d  t h e r e  
a lone ,  t h e  c h i l d r e n  s m a l l -  Then one asks  : Lord, 
why t h i s ?  But 1 rnust s a y  t o  t h e  g l o r y  of  my  God, 
he  has c a r r i e d  m e  on t h e  wings o f  love  t o  t h i s  
ve ry  houx. Even though fear sometimes overcomes me ,  
t h e  l o v i n g  Sav iour  bas promised t o  be w i t h  u s  
every  day t o  t h e  end o f  t h e  world, t h a t ' s  o f t e n  
my cornfort. 

As  d i f f i c u l t  a s  i t  w a s ,  t h e  p a r t i n g  o f  t h e  couple  a l s o  had 

something b e a u t i f u l  abou t  it- By w r i t i n g  it, Sara was able t o  



p re se rve  

could 

pa r t s  of  

presumably a l s o  g ive  
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s t o r y  

f u t u r e  
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about  them and his p o s i t i v e  s p i r i t u a l  out look.  W e  cou ld  a l s o  

s p e c u l a t e  t hac  Sara wanted t o  c e l e b r a t e  he r  husbandFs memory i n  

t h e  c o m u n i t y .  H i s  dea th  may have been e c l i p s e d  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  mind 

by t h e  shocking dea th  o f  Maria Enns, a  young woman of t h e  

congregat ion who was a miss ionary  i n  Carneroon and whose pa s s ing  

w a s  announced a t  Heinrich B a l z e r ' s  f u n e r a l .  (Maria Enns' d e t a i l e d  

and ernotional account o f  h e r  husband Heinr ich  Ennsr dea th  had 

appeared i n  t h e  12 January 1898 Zionsbote, about a rnonth be fo r e  

B a i z e r ' s  d e a t h - )  S a r a ' s  w r i t t e n  document thus  became an  a r t i f a c t  

t h a t  t ransconded t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of  memory--both h e r s  and t h e  

community's. The  long  s t o r y  ended l i k e  t h i s :  

Five weeks a f t e r  my dear husband's  dea th  1 g o t  
s o r e  eyes .  Two weeks  l a t e r  t h e  Lord gave me a baby 
son and my eyes g o t  cons ide rab ly  worse; t hen  t h e  
Geschwister took t u r n s  nu r s ing  and caring f o r  me 
and my ch i ld ron ,  p h y s i c a l l y  a s  we l l  a s  s p i r i t u a l l y .  
The Lord w i l l  reward them. A f t e r  s i x  weeks, through 
medical help, my eyes  a l s o  g o t  bet ter .  O h  how thank- 
f u l  1 w a s  when 1 cou ld  once again  look a f t e r  those 
t h e  Lord had e n t r u s t e d  t o  me,  bu t  how much i t  h u r t s  
t h a t  t h e  head is no l o n g e r  i n  t h e  family; b u t  i n  
looking t o  Jesus ,  who has f a i t h f u l l y  l e d  rne u n t i l  
now, I can  f i rmly b e l i e v e  t h a t  a l s o  t h i s  way w i l l  
be b e n e f i c i a l  f o r  m e .  1 hâve o f t e n  been comforted 
by t h i s  Song: 

The heat o f  t r i b u l a t i o n  has shaken m e ,  
God hirnself f a n s  t h e  flame, 
Each o n e ' s  h e a r t  quakes and trembles 
On  t h i s  journey of  s u f f e r i n g ,  
1 whisper, 'whatever God w i l l s l  
And i n  t h e  fire, ho ld  myself s t i l l .  
[chorus and second s t a n z a  fo l low]  

Because a long time has aga in  passed and 1 have not 
s e n t  of f  t h e  r e p o r t ,  1 j u s t  want t o  aàd t h a t  Sunday, 
August 1 4 ,  was an  e s p e c i a l l y  b l e s sed  day f o r  m e .  
Eleven s o u l s  were b u r i e d  i n  C h r i s t ' s  d ea th  through 
baptism, among them a l s o  rny o l d e s t  son.  May t h e  



Lord SLess these  Young p l a n t s  Co hFs p r a i s e .  
Wam gree t i ngs  w i t h  Isaian 4 3 ,  1 remain your 

sister i n  t h e  Lord, Sara  Balzer. 

This  w a s  t h e  on ly  tirne, t o  my knowledge, t h a t  Sara Balzer  

wrote f o r  rne Zionsbote- Her s u f f e r i n g s  and her p l i g h t  a s  a w i d o w  

had g iven  h e r  a reason t o  speak-  Although e a r l y  and f requen t  d e a t n  

and hardsh ip  w e r e  far  from unusual a t  t h e  time, Sara had had more 

t han  h e r  s h a r e  of t ragedy;  t h i s  gave h e r  account p a r t i c u l a r  

c r e d i b i l i t y .  I t  cannot be known whether reading h e r  own pub l i shed  

s t o r y  caused he r  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o r  r e g r e t ,  o r  how o t h e r s  i n  t h e  

community reac ted .  A r e p o r t  from Mountain Lake i n  t h e  15 December 

1909  Zionsbote, t e l l i n g  of he r  rnarriage t o  a widower, t h e  Rev. 

Abraham Buhler of  Reedley, C a l i f o r n i a ,  p r a i s e d  he r  by s ay ing  t h a t  

s h e  "had t o  rneet var ious  storrns of  l i f e  a lone  i n  he r  twelve years 

as  a widow, bu t  she  w a s  ab le  t o  m e e t  them with God's he lp  i n  q u i e t  

r e s i g n a t i o n . "  Her i d e n t i t y  had submerged once more i n t o  t h e  face- 

t o - f ace  r e a l i t y  of  t h e  l o c a l  congrega t ion  and comun i ty ,  bu t  it 

can be assumed t h a t  he r  s t o r y ,  l i k e  h e r  own l i f e ,  had been 

i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  Mennonite Bre th ren  i d e n t i t y .  

A s t o r y  l i k e  S a r a ' s  could be analyzed on many l e v e l s ,  f o r  

t e x t s ,  a s  contemporary l i t e r a r y  cr i t ics  remind us ,  a r e  

nmul t ivoca l" .  But t h e  t a s k  here  has  been t o  observe how c o l l e c t F v e  

and i n d i v i d u a l  i d e n t i t i e s  were shaped by what was w r i t t e n  and 

r ead ,  The " o r i g i n a l "  w r i t i n g  of t h e  Zionsbote formed a community 

e t h o s  o r  i d e n t i t y  i n  p r i n t .  I t  can be  summarized a s  fo l lows .  

First, what was being w r i t t e n  and read  here  emerged from and 

s u s t a i n e d  a church i d e n t i t y .  The a c t  of w r i t i n g  grew o u t  of  

r ead ing  and was framed i n  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  terms of  duty,  vow, and 



service- This seems almost too obvious co state, for ic has been 

clear a l 1  along that the Zionsbote was a religious geriodicai. 

Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that the communication 

trznsactions conveyed and constructed the paper's overall purpose. 

This writing was analogous to the rituals of congregational 

services. One spoke of certain things, in certain ways, in this 

particuhr setting that were not discussed or performed elsewhere. 

Just as the continued enâctment of congregational rituals such as 

sermons, music, prayer, baptism, and communion can be said to 

contain the "meaning" of people gathering as a church body, so the 

textual rituals of the Zionsbote created structures for and 

contained the meaning of people's encounters via printm4' 

Different rituals and conventions were employed in 

commercial dailies of the time, or even an inter-Mennonite paper 

like the Mennonitische Rundschau, depending in each case on the 

intentions of the communication and the constituency engaging in 

it. In the Rundschau, for example, writing employed a more 

generalized and inclusive religious vocabulary; it carried more 

practical and commercial concerns; its news about people often 

sounded as if it would be spoken on the village Street. 

Second, since the identity being written and read in the 

Zionsbote was a church identity, it was weighted with "insider" 

perceptions, both about themselves and about outsiders (whether 

Old Church or the "world"). The newspaper promoted and justified 

distinctive theological understandings and practices. It proceeded 

out of assumptions of "how we talk about things." Allusion, 

d i rec t ly  or indirectly to scriptural text, gave this identity 



a u t h o r i t y .  I t  employed a language u l t i r n a t e l y  comprehensibie o n l y  

t o  t h o s e  w i th in  t'ne group-  Corne l ius  Bergen o f  Plurn Coulee, 

Manitoba, wrote on 5 Septe-der 1 8 9 4 ,  f o r  example, t h a t  h i s  w i f e  

was conver ied  be fore  he was. At t h a t  t i m e ,  he s a i d ,  "1 d i a  not  

unders tand her ,  it was a f o r e i g n  language t o  me." Abraham Wiebe 

wrote on 20 March 1895 o f  f i n d i n g  a "brother"  on a t r i p  who 

be l i eved  as he d id ;  " w e  could  unders tand one another ,"  he s a i d .  

Reading and w r i t i n g  p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  an  ongoing sense  of  resonznce, 

as Georg Schaubert o f  Russ ia  expressed i n  w r i t i n g  of h i s  

convers ion on 4 December 1895. H e  was "blessed"  by reading 

convers ions ,  h e  said, "because i n  n e a r l y  every  conversion some 

p a r t  o f  it touches what one has al30 experienced."  

Las t ,  t h e  i d e n t i t y  w a s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by intirnacy. Sara 

Ba lze r  and hundreds o f  w r i t e r s  l i k e  h e r  assumed they  were t a l k i n g  

t o  l~Geschwis ter ."  Th i s  f a m i l i a r ,  f a m i l i a l  express ion f o r  t h e  

meinbers of  t h e  comrnunity was c o n s t a n t l y  used i n  t h e  paper.  Also, 

t h e  a d j e c t i v e  "dear" was used t o  describe t h e  paper,  one ' s  spouse, 

o t h e r  people i n  t h e  church,  and b l e s s i n g s  a t  s e rv i ce s .  S ince  t h e  

German word Iiebe i s  used f o r  bo th  "dear" ana "love1', t h e  warm 

i n t e n t i o n s  of t h e  adjective w e r e  accentuated .  

A c e r t a i n  amount of openness and v u l n e r a b i l i t y  was pos s ib l e  

i n  t h i s  s e t t i n g .  Such openness i n  its t u r n  f o s t e r e d  c loseness  

w i th in  t h e  group; it assumed f i r m  boundaries  a t  i ts  edges. When 

e d i t o r  Harms s a t  down soon a f t e r  h i s  s o n ' s  f u n e r a l  and poured ou t  

i n  some de ta i l  t h e  accoun t  o f  t h e  boy ' s  drowning ( f o r  t h e  15 J u l y  

1891 i s s u e )  though " n e a r l y  unable  t o  w r i t e  f o r  sadness", he 

por t rayed  t h e i r  hours t o g e t h e r  be fo r e  t h e  event  and something of 



r h e  b o y ' s  l i v e l y  s?irFt, a s  w e l l  os t h e  c i r c T n s t a n c e s  o f  cr?e 

death- Even worse, h i s  wife was on n e r  way t o  v i s i t  h e r  pa r en t s  i n  

Russ ia  and had missed h e r  s o n ' s  b u r i a l ;  she  may even have missed 

h e r  nusband 's  te legram b e a r i n g  t h e  news. Harms a l s o  expressed h i s  

t e r r i b l e  feârs about  t h e  boy ' s  e t e r n a l  d e s t i n y .  Th2 piece w a s  raw, 

t h e  grief unbearably f r e s h ,  and t h e  a u t h o r ' s  f e e l i n g s  exposed. But 

he obv ious ly  fe l t  the Zionsbote w a s  a  p l a c e  where t h e y  could  be 

expressed .  

The e f f e c t  of in t imacy i n  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  made t h e  p a t h  o f  

communication between r e a d e r  and w r i t e r  seem r e l a t i v e l y  seamless.  

The c l o s e  l i n k  produced a c i r c u l a r  e f f e c t  i n  which i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  

and language meshed i n  bo th  t h e  a c t  of r e ad ing  and t h e  a c t  of  

w r i t i n g .  The writer addressed the " b r o t h e r s  and sisters", t h e  

r eade r  r e ce ived  t h e  communication f r o m  a "bro ther"  o r  " s i s t e r " .  

I n s p i r a t i o n a l  a r t i c l e s  o r  s t o r i e s  might be borrowed from non- 

Mennonite Bre th ren  sources ,  b u t  t h e s e  would on ly  be s e l e c t e d  i f  

t h e i r  ideas and tenninology f i t ;  i n  e f f e c t  t h e r e  w e r e ,  f o r  t h e  

most p a r t ,  no o u t s i d e  vo i ce s  hea rd  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d i c a l .  

P r i n t  had made possible a n  imagined church comrnunity. Witnin 

t h e  p r i n t  church, conventions w e r e  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  c e r t a i n  ways of  

speaking and exper iencing l i f e  w e r e  r i t u a l i z e d .  Reading and 

w r i t i n g  i n t e r a c t e d  i n  the produc t ion  o f  an i n t e r n a l ,  s e p a r a t i s t ,  

e x c l u s i v e  c u l t u r e .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  c u l t u r e ,  and h i s t o r y ,  w h i c h  

Ü S  Char l e s  Tilly s a id ,  compose public  i d e n t i t y ,  were enacted ,  

de f ined ,  and enhanced week by week i n  the pages o f  t h e  church 

organ.  The in-group conve r sa t i on  became f i x e d  and f a m i l i a r .  S a r a  

B a l z e r ' s  s t o r y  was one of coming t o  accept t h e  unders tand ings  o f  



t h e  croup. She s e t  her liEe i n t o  t h a t  meaning-  She rgza what 

o thers  wrote and t h e n  made t h e  e f f o r t  t o  c o n s t r u c t  an account  o f  

her l i f e  w i t h i n  t ha t  meaning f o r  t h e  8enefit of o t h e r s ,  Readers 

l i k e l y  found her competent and c o n f i d e n t  r e c i t a t i o n  o f  h e r  

t r o u b l e s  and triurnphs both h e l p f u l  and rezssuring f o r  t n e i r  

c i r cums tances .  They were reminded o f  wnere they belonged and what 

t h e y  b e l i e v e d -  I n  t h i s  community l i f e  was s a f e r  and more hopeful ;  

t h e y  were i n s i d e .  



Conclusion 

Before this study of communication makes its sumrnary 

statements, some questions (or possibly objections) must be 

anticipated and addressed. 

First, why study the co;raunication of a church paper? The 

Mennonites are, among ethnic groups, proportionally srnall, and to 

focus on a sectarian organ among thern instead of an inter- 

Mennonite periodical, like Zur Heima th or Mennoni tische Rundschau, 

simply further divides an already limited focus. The objection is 

a valid one. Sectarianism, schism, anything that ernphasizes 

differences, seems distasteful in our culture which emphasizes 

mergers and similarities . 

Nevertheless, several arguments can be made for studying a 

religious periodical. It has been seen that in the late Victorian 

era, a world in which newspapers and press organizations of al1 

sorts were burgeoning, people had access to any number of print 

organs. There were large urban, commercial, and usually secular 

dailies, but also weeklies, journals which, as Gerald Friesen 

said, "imagineci the world not i n  t eme of consumption or politics 

but as networks of fanilies and acquaintances." The Zionsbote was 

such a journal. In his study of communication within Canada, 

Friesen went on to Say that both kinds of organs, with their 

differing purposes, could be absorbed by readers; the differences 

did not seem to disorient them. "The contradictions represented 

the varieties of ways in which readers adjusted to the changing-- 

and overlapping--dimensions within which they lived."' 



Conmunication, then, was hâppening in al1 cases, a ~ a  any one orgân 

could be studied for what its particular transactions contributed 

to the recipientsf "intellectual maps of tne new age-"' In spite 

of this increasing compartmentalization. nowever, one need not 

rush to label one part, especially the iarger and secular, as more 

significant or more "realw than the other. 

If one wanted to make any judgments, in fact, it could be 

arçued that religion was particularly important as an organizing 

principle for many immigrant groups. There is growing recognition 

among immigration historians, and perhaps other historians as 

well, of the importance of religion for their work. "Religion 

provided continuity to the immigrants," Randall Miller and Thomas 

Marzik wrote; "Tt bridged the Old World and the New World and made 

adjustment possible and bearable.w3 Writing about ethnic 

settlement on the great plains, Frederick Luebke reminded his 

readers that the role of the immigrant church must not be 

underestirnated. Lt was usually the first of the immigrant 

institutions to be established, the rnost effective, and the last 

to be abandoned-4 This was certalnly true of the Mennonites. The 

church dominated their pioneer lives.' Even their schismatic 

tendencies--those forces that threatened to break up the comrnunity 

from within, can be seen as a corollary to the prominence of 

religion in their worldview. 

Timothy L. Smith has shown how significant religion was in 

identity-formation among ethnic groups; he claimed that religious 

affiliations were "decisive dete,-nantsw of ethnic affiliation iz 

Arnerica."n his essay "Religion and Ethnicity in America" Smith 



S G ~ C  thzt migrazion CO Anerica - r o c ~ c e d  tb ree  irriportonr 

a l t e r a r i o n s  i n  rne r e l a t i o n s n i p  of f â i t n  t o  e î h n i c  i d e n t i t y :  the 

boundaries of  peopiehood were o f t e n  r ede f ined  i n  r e l i g i o u s  terms,  

r e l i q i o u s  r e f l e c t i o n  acd cornmitment w e r e  i n t e n s i f i e d ,  2nd 

m i l l e n n i a l  ànd mess ian ic  convic t ions  were r e v i t a l i z e d .  

A church journa l ,  then,  demonstrates t h e  process  o f  

communication as w e l l  a s  any o the r  newspaper, bu t  f o r  an imrn igra~ t  

group o f  t h e  t i m e  a l s o  provides an oppo r tun i t y  t o  proSe what 

Thomas Luckman c a l l e d  a peop le ' s  " sac red  cosmos1', t h a t  domain of  

r e a l l t y  where 50 th  " t h e  u l t ima te  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  everyday l i f e  and 

- 
t h e  ineaning of  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  exper iencesw can be d i sce rned . '  St 

would, however, be va luab l e  t o  t h i s  scudy t o  look  a t  o t h e r  

p e r i o d i c a l s  of  t h e  same per iod,  t o  compare the  communication 

i n t e r a c t i o n s ,  and t o  i d e n t i f y  what might be unique t o  t h e  

Zionsbote and w h y ,  

Second, mention mus t  be made of  what t h i s  s tudy d i d  not 

i nc lude ,  More a t t e n t i o n  has been pa id  t o  t h e  persona1 and 

congreqat ional  w r i t i n g  of t h e  Zionsbote than t o  t h e  devo t iona l  o r  

d o c t r i n a l  con ten t  of t h e  paper.  The missions  con ten t  (such âs 

r e p o r t s  from " f i e l d s " )  has not  been emphasized e i t h e r .  These 

a spec t s  of  t h e  paper  w e r e  a l s o  communicating and a l s o  played a 

p a r t  i n  shaping t h e  c o m x n i t y .  An examination o f  t h e  d o c t r i n a l  

con ten t ,  f o r  example, perhaps by t r a c k i n g  what b i b l i c a l  t e x t s  o r  

t o p i c s  w e r e  expounded ana how f requen t ly ,  would c o n t r i b u t e  t o  

unders tanding t h e o l o g i c a l  development w i th in  t h e  Mennonite 

Brethren denomination. Mission e f f o r t s  could  a l s o  be p r o f i t a b l y  

s t ud i ed ,  perhaps wi th  a view t o  how both  moralism and r e l i g i o u s  



comLcnent fec the izzpülse CO recr~i~xent, 2s TiXothy SmLth 

suggested, within "clearly 'modernr terms."' From a communications 

perspective, however, these as-ects of the perioàical would 

probzbly coi substan~ially offect the conclusions of thic study. 

Büt F r  must be emphasized chat they constituted a siqnificant part 

of the paperrs content and purpose; an accurate picture of the 

ZionsSots must keep them in minci, 

Third, something must be said about change, This study has 

not focussed on change within the period. Rather, it has "Ereoze 

framedr' the period as it wero, in order to v i e w  the Zionsbote as 

communication, To discuss communication "effect" is, of course, to 

imply some change. The revisions that occurred between 1884 and 

1906 such as in the appearance, size, stabiiity, and content of 

the periodical have been noted. To take the study beyond 1906 

wouid necessitate considering a new editor and his influence, new 

or shifting language and discourse, and further 

ins-cîtutionalization of the Conference's publishing efforts. The 

deliberate discourse of unity across the migration divide has been 

noted. It should be mentionea, however, that the use of a 

Supplement (introduced as a two-page monthly addition in 1894), 

ana then the enlargement of the paper to eight pages only for 

subscribers in America, must have subtly contributed to a process 

of aistancing, The Supplement carried items of particular interest 

to American-side readers, but also items about Russia that 

presented chat country in a negative light, such as news of ics 

oppression of minor i ty  Christians, the uprisings spurred Dy che 

Russo-Japanese War and so on. The gap between Mennonite Brethren 
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i n  Russia  and Ymerica p robân ly  concinued to g r a a ü a l l y  widen beyonà 

1906 due t o  t h e  i n e v i t a ~ l e  s h i f t s  of  tirne and g e n e r a t i o n s .  Another 

change was t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  among Mennonite Bre thren  i n  Ilmerica t o  

t h e  Enq l i sh  l a q u a g e .  I n  1937 a n  Eng l i sh  p e r i o d i c a l ,  The Christiaa 

Leader, was founded, syrnbolizing t h e  s w i t c h  £ r o m  Geman t o  Engl ish  

i n  t h e  churches .  The Zionsbote was i n c r e a s i n g l y  a communication of 

an o l d e r  and m i n o r i t y  p o p u l a t i o n .  Many of t h e s e  changes were 

gradua1 and could  have been t r a c e d  through Our p e r i o d  a s  w e l l .  

B u t ,  a s  rnentioned, the emphasis has been on a b r o a d e r  continuum of  

c o m u n i c a t i o n ,  and s o  the  e n t i r e  pe r iod  has  been treated a s  

something o f  a u n i t y  f o r  purposes  of o u r  a n a l y s i s ,  

Communication, a s  w e  have seen,  i s  a  mul t i - l aye red  process  

and must r e f e r  t o  t h e  medium-in t h i s  case, a  p r i n t  technology--, 

the producers  and r e c e i v e r s  of t h e  c o m u n i c a t i o n ,  t h e  t e x t s ,  and 

t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  communication a c t .  Every communication i s  

unique because o f  t h e  many v a r i a b l e s  a t  work i n  t h e  p r o c e s s .  This  

s t u d y  o f  t h e  Zionsbote h a s  t r i e d  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  a l 1  t h e  elements  

of c o m u n i c a t i o n  i n t o  i t s  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of  t h e  q u e s t i o n ,  "what  was 

happening a s  t h e  Zionsbote was w r i t t e n  and read  week by week?" 

The s o c i a l  context - - the  h o r i z o n t a l  frarnework--of t h e  

communication was i n v e s t i g a t e d .  The Zionsbote w a s  a r e l i g i o u s  

paper  f o r  a r e l i g i o u s  and e t h n i c  group. I t  w a s  produced by 

immigrants t o  America, b u t  was in tended  t o  cornrnunicate a l s o  wi th  

C O - r e l i g i o n i s t s  i n  Russ ia  and t o  u n i f y  t h e  group as  a whole. I ts  

d i s c o u r s e  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  migra t ion  e x p e r i e n c e  



(whetner s t a y i n g  o r  l e a v i n g )  and r e s e t t l e m e n t  o f  Menrnonice 

Bre thren  on t h e  f r o n t i e r s  o f  America and Russ ia .  

Talk  o f  Reise ( journey)  f i l l e d  i t s  pages, because t h a t  

r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  new and f r e q u e n t  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  i ts  reeaders  and 

writers- It  was a l s o  the way i n  which l i f e  as a whol-e was 

understood:  o n e ' s  passage through t ime  was a p i l g r i r n a g e -  K t  was 

impor tant  t o  be on t h e  r i g h t  road t o  heaven i n  t h i s  ~ j o u r n e y .  Since 

everyone w a s  on such a journey, one might  i i v e  i n  a n y  n-er of 

e a r t h l y  l o c a t i o n s ,  because some day, r eun ion  i n  a s i a g l e  place-- 

heaven-would occur .  Th i s  c o n s o l a t i o n  m i t i g a t e d  t h e  s a i n  o f  

f a r e w e l l s  and t h e  hardships  of  l i f e .  

The Zionsbote has a l s o  been s i t u a t e d  i n  i t s  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  

context - - the  v e r t i c a l  dimension o f  communication. I t  was a  p r i n t  

medium, p o r t a b l e  and r e g u l a r .  I t  e n l a r g e d  t h e  p o t e n t A a l  of 

communication; i t  could reach  many p l a c e s  and t h u s  i n s t i g a t e  a 

r e l a t i v e l y  s imultaneous i n t e r a c t i o n ,  I t  t r anscended  oold 

exper iences  o f  t ime and space  t o  c r e a t e d  a  d i f f e r e n t l y  imagined 

community, 

The Zionsbote a l s o  e n t e r e d  Mennonite Bre th ren  e x p e r i e n c e  a t  

a p a r t i c u l a r  junc tu re  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  o r a l i t y  and l i t e r a c y  

w i t h i n  t h e  community. Th i s  w a s  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by a r e x a t i v e l y  hign 

va lue  p laced  on reading and w r i t i n g  because  of  t h e  gxoup's 

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  Bible  a s  Anabap t i s t s ,  and  by t h e  Menmonite 

Bre th ren  exposure t o  and acceptance  of more r e a d i n g  a n a t e r i a l s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  from o u t ç i d e .  The Zionsbote c o n s t i t m t e d  t h e  

f a s c i n a t i n g  phenornenon wherein t h e  immigrant p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  group, 

s t i m u l a t e d  by t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  of t h e  New World, fomnded a 



gublication. The immigrants acted as corn-nunication proaucers for 

Mennonite Brethren in both America and Russia. This enabled them 

to remain rooted mong their Old World CO-religionists but also in 

Old World values, as well as to plot the geography of the new 

Mennoni te Brethren community in ref erence to its originating 

places. The Zionsbote was certainly not their first exposure to 

newspapers, but it was their first experiment with communicating 

in print for group purposes; the communication reflected the 

newness of the venture and the intersection of print and face-to- 

face values. The use of biblical text in various layers of the 

discourse suggested recourse to an ultirnate site of "listeningn 

where print might otherwise fail to convey the important 

experiences of congregations and individuals. 

The possibilities offered by print reflected an enlarging 

literacy, but there was another dynamic at work. By using such a 

medium for conversation within one specific group, the Zionsbote 

reveaied printls tendency to also create smaller constituencies, 

overlapping and segmented identities, and cornpetition. Individual 

and group identities were being produced and interpreted in each 

issue of the paper. Stories told in the paper reiterated the 

group's history, their relationships as insiders and with 

outsiders, and their comrnunity and ecclesiastical culture. These 

stories were written by readers. To observe how they were told acd 

constructed within their context tells us something of how that 

process of identity-formation worked. The communication itself was 

forming bonds and boundaries that gave the participants a sense of 

being Mennonite Brethren. 



The ZionsSote was a small p r i n t  organ,  of significance 

most ly  CO one Stream of t h e  Yennonite world-  I n  s p i t e  o f  i t s  

s p e c i f i c i t y ,  however, a s tudy  such as this one provides  an example 

o f  t h e  thernes t h a t  emerge in t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of communication, 

Tt has demonstrated t h a t  people  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  deep human needs t o  

c o m u n i c a t e  in a v a r i e t y  of ways. I t  reminds us t h a t  communication 

is  always rnul t i - layered,  dynamic, and h i s t o r i c a l l y  s i t u a t e d -  
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Kansas) ,  4 .  These c h i l d r e n  were exemplary and e a g e r  s t u d e n t s ,  Harms says ,  b u t  
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church organ; i n  1945 it w a s  s o i d  t o  t h e  Canadiatn Menncnite Rrethren and i s  
pubLished by thela t o  t h i s  day. 

20 . Harms, Geschichte d e r  Mennoniten Bruedergemseinde (Hi l l sboro ,  KS, 1324) , 263- 
2 3 0 ,  He inc luded sms, numbers, d i s c u s s i o n s  and reconnendaéions about t h e  paper  
a t  Che annual  conferences,  a s  w e l l  a s  s l i p p i n g  i n  ec i i to r i a l - type  comments on  t h e  
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burdensome and some communities now l a c k e d  a r e p n e s e n t a t i v e  f o r  t h e  Zionsbote,  

31  . T h e  Herold d e r  Wahrheit was a p u b l i c a t i o n  o E  John F. Funk's Mennonite 
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