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Mennonite World Conference 1925-2000: From Euro-American
Conference to Worldwide Communion

JOHN A. LAPP AND ED VAN STRATEN?*

Abstract: In 1925 Mennonites in Europe began a series of meetings
they called Mennonite World Conference (MWC). They intended
these occasional meetings to deepen fraternal ties, commemorate
shared histories and strengthen common spiritual interests. After
World War II, with conspicuous North American involvement
these meetings were regularized and became large convocations.
As in many church traditions, Mennonites and Brethren in Christ
have become global bodies. Mennonite World Conference has
become the focal point where nearly all Mennonite groups from six
continents meet. The majority of members now live in the global
South. Responding to this new situation, MWC has become more
than an occasional conference. This article summarizes the history
of how MWC is becoming a worldwide communion and a “space”
for theological conversation, mutual admonition, the exchange of
gifts and the expression of common witness.

Most chroniclers of the twentieth century say little if anything about
its religious significance. But in the long view of history, perhaps the
most remarkable theme of this century will be seen in the globalizing of
the Christian movement." At the beginning of the twentieth century
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Christianity was overwhelmingly a Euro-American phenomenon. By the
end of the century Christianity had become deeply rooted in all
continents. Statistics illustrate this enormous transition. According to the
missiologist David Barrett, in 1900 there were fewer than 600 million
Christians out of a world population of 1.6 billion. Eighty percent of all
Christians lived in Europe and North America. Barrett reports that in the
year 2000 there were 2 billion Christians out of a world population of 6
billion.” While the percentage of the populatlon who call themselves
Christian has not changed, the location is now remarkably different.
Now 60% live in the “South,” meaning Africa, Asia, Latin America and
Australia.

For Mennonites these changes are even more striking. In 1900 the best
estimates suggest that there were fewer than 250,000 Mennonites in the
world, 98% living in Europe and North America. By the year 2000
Mennonite numbers had reached 1.2 million, 60% of whom live in the
global South.’

The Mennonite and Brethren in Christ organization that most reflects
these significant twentieth-century transitions is the Mennonite World
Conference (MWC). Formed in 1925 by European Mennonites for
periodic meetings, MWC became a permanent structure in the 1950s.
Some of this story has been told before. In this article we trace the
seventy-five years of the conference organization in light of the
Mennonite and Brethren in Christ becoming a global family of churches.
The dream of founder Christian Neff, a German Mennonite pastor and
historian, is doubtless as relevant in this new century and new situation
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Global Mission: 2002,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research (Jan. 2002), 23. For greater
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1997. See especially C. J. Dyck and Robert S. Kreider, “Mennonite World Conference in
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as when he first articulated it ninety years ago: “Our strength is great if
we stand united in one faith and remain loyal to the brotherhood.”

BEGINNINGS

At every point in its seventy-five years, MWC was part of the larger
fabric of history. Modern technology, transportation and communication
have become essential for international relationships. The church has
adopted new styles of organization in business and public life,
particularly in North America. Mennonites have frequently been
participants in, victims of, and sometimes simply observers of the
twentieth-century’s terrible wars, authoritarian governments, mass
suffering and death. And concern for the human situation has helped to
stimulate a search for sharing a common witness of Christ.

These historical developments in the twentieth century encouraged
other Christian traditions to find one another at the same time that
Mennonites were beginning to do so. Already in the late nineteenth
century, for example, the Seventh Day Adventists, the Anglican Church,
the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and the Methodists had world
meetings. The Baptist World Alliance first convened in 1905.° And in
1920 the Society of Friends World Conference met for the first time. The
Lutheran World Convention (later Lutheran World Federation)
convened first in 1923.

Alongside these confessional bodies were inter-church meetings in
Europe and North America, which emerged out of the highly visible
world-mission movement and culminated in the World Missionary
Conference held in Edinburgh in 1910.” In 1925, the same year of the
first MWC, the “Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work”
convened in Stockholm.

Missions were also a point of international contact for Mennonites.
Dutch Mennonites started their mission society in 1848, initiating an
overseas program in the Netherlands East Indies in 1851. Already in 1853

5. From an address at the All-Mennonite Convention in Berne, Indiana, 1913. Mennonite
Life (July 1948) printed this quotation on its back cover.

6. Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 156. Also
see Harold E. Fey, “Confessional Families and the Ecumenical Movement” in A History of
the Ecumenical Movement 1517-1968, ed. Harold E. Fey, 4th ed. (Geneva: WCC Publications,
1993), 177 ff.

7. Two of the three Mennonite participants at Edinburgh tell their story in J. S. Hartzler
and J. S. Shoemaker, Among Missions in the Orient and Observations by the Way (Scottdale,
PA: Mennonite Publishing House, 1912). Chapter 2 is an interesting commentary on this
significant event.
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German Mennonites had joined the Dutch effort, and shortly thereafter
the Russian Mennonites joined in this cooperative effort.® By the turn of
the century North American Mennonite missionaries from the major
mission boards were discovering the satisfactions of cooperative
ministries in India, South America and Central Africa, which contributed
to the development of a set of common concerns. The German
publication Mennonitische Blitter, read in Russia and North America,
provided another link between Mennonites. In addition, family ties
united Mennonites across national boundaries as well as the ocean, and
people traveled and wrote letters.

In one such letter, written on February 17, 1913, mission promoter and
pastor P. H. Richert of Goessel, Kansas invited German Mennonite
leader and historian Christian Neff of Weierhof, German any to participate
in what was later called an All-Mennonite Convention.” Neff attended
the Berne, Indiana “All Mennonite Convention” in the summer of 1913,
where he preached the opening sermon. This convention, initiated by
progressive voices in the General Conference Mennonite Church and the
Mennonite Church and several regional bodies, was the first of a series
of nine such meetings, the last held in 1936 at Topeka, Indiana. Although
the conventions highlighted the common interests of several Mennonite
groups, “no constitution was adopted and no permanent organization
formed, but at the close of each meeting officers and program committee
were elected to plan for and conduct the next meeting.”'’ During its first
three decades, the MWC adopted a very similar approach.

Already in July 1912 the Mennonitische Blitter published two letters
from pastor Heinrich Pauls from Lemberg (then Austria, now L'viv in
Ukraine), in which he called for an International Mennonite Conference
to be held in Lemberg in the week before Pentecost 1913. Pauls was
inspired by a visit of a Brother Regier from Mountain Lake, Minnesota,
as he noted in a letter, “to the brothers Hege-Stuttgart, Cramer-
Amsterdam, Epp-Jekaterinoslaw, G. van der Smissen and Sprunger-
Berne, Wiens-Scottdale (Pa.), Shellenberg-Hillsboro (Kans). 1 Although

8. American Mennonites were aware of this development but only began working with
Dutch missionaries after World War II.

9. “Dear Brother in Christ: It may be known to you, that here in America we are making
an attempt to bring together all shades of our community in a General Convention this
coming August, as it seems now in Berne, Indiana. Through Br. H. P. Krehbiel, Newton,
Kas., I learned that you may be in America by then. . . . If so, we’d like to ask you to speak
to the theme: ‘Unity in Prayer.” After Matt. 18, 19 and Acts 1:14.”—Christian Neff papers,
Archives Mennonitische Geschichtsverein Weierhof (hereafter AMG).

10. N. E. Byler, “The All-Mennonite Convention,” Mennonite Life (July 1948), 7-9.

11. “Eine Mennonitische Weltkonferenz,” Mennonitische Blitter (July 1912), 50-51.



Mennonite World Conference 1925-2000 11

nothing came of Pauls’ effort, his initiative suggests that the idea of a
Mennonite World Conference was afloat."

Parallel to these developments, Mennonites in various European
countries were responding to the trauma of war and revolution. As the
enormous suffering of Mennonites in the newly formed Soviet Union
became known, fellow believers in Germany, Holland, Canada and the
United States began to work together in channeling assistance, which led
to the founding of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) in North
America in 1920. In the summer of 1924 Christian Neff, as chair of the
South German Mennonite Conference, initiated the call for a “Mennonite
World Conference” to commemorate the 400" anniversary of the
Mennonites in 1925. In his letter of June 24, 1924 sent to all the
Mennonite Churches “throughout the world”—which then meant
Europe and North America—Neff suggested three forms of celebration.
First, he urged each congregation to celebrate the event on Sunday,
January 25, 1925, the date of the first re-baptisms four centuries earlier, in
a forerunner of what we today call World Fellowship Sunday. Second,
he called for a world conference: “If ever, now the occasion offers itself
for all Mennonites throughout the world to come together through a
meeting of representatives.””> Third, Neff proposed to publish a
commemorative book.

Basel

On June 13, 1925 the first Mennonite World Conference convened
with about one hundred people in attendance. Although the fifteen
delegates—representing Switzerland (2), Germany (7), France (1),
Holland (4) and one from America—could hardly be viewed as a
representative body, the gathering in Basel included several motifs that
continued in subsequent meetings. There was much singing and a
designated conference sermon—based on Psalm 85 and preached by
Russia-born German theologian Jacob Kroeker. There were greetings
from neighboring churches and letters from those unable to be present.
Johann Klassen, a missionary from Java in the East Indies, spoke, thereby
beginning the sustained connection of MWC with newer Mennonite
churches. A strong commemorative element included speeches on

12. Also reported by Dutch pastor J. M. Leendertz: “When I visited the American
Congregations in 1921, while nobody yet talked about a commemorative celebration, many
people there talked to me about the possibility of a World Conference, which had their
sympathy.”—Gemeentedag Brieven 8:9 (1925). Translated by Ed van Straten.

13. “Liebe Bruder.” The letter of invitation by Christian Neff, dated June 24, 1924.—Neff
papers, AMG.
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Mennonite history and a pilgrimage to Zurich, where the university
recognized Christian Neff for his contribution to Mennonite history with

an honorary degree.
In his sermon Kroeker called this “a momentous occasion, an
important hour. . . . The whole world which has lost the way of

righteousness and peace is looking to us to see whether they can possibly
find in a little Christ-centered denomination the solution for the great
problems now confronting them and the way back to the light. What
shall our answer be?”'® Remembering the past as a basis for
contemporary mission would become a theme for most of the later
assemblies.

Swiss authorities did not allow the Russian representatives to enter
the country, so a delegation from the conference went to the border,
within walking distance, to meet with delegates Jacob Rempel and
Benjamin Unruh. On June 15, 1925 Rempel and Unruh wrote a letter to
the conference and presented a statement prepared by the Allegemeine
Mennonitische Bundeskonferenz (All Russian Conference of
Mennonites) in Moscow, on January 17, 1925, which Neff read to the
meeting." The vision articulated in the letter and statement is significant.
Unruh and Rempel referred gratefully to the assistance Russian
Mennonites had received following the difficult war years. How to do
something in return? The Russian congregations “do not have silver or
gold,” Unruh wrote. “Once they used to have both. Now they are poor.
And yet the Russian congregations have something to give. They can
testify that the Christian faith is no delusion.” The statement issued by
the conference in Moscow also gave thanks for the aid from Mennonites
elsewhere in the world, which tightened the bonds between Mennonites.
“We welcome the idea of establishing a Mennonite World Union, whose
unanimous expression should be a meeting of representatives of all
Mennonites in the world. This Mennonite World Conference shall meet
where the cradle stood of our congregations, now spread out across the
earth.”'® Russian Mennonites then went on to develop the most
comprehensive vision for a unifying world body.

14. Quoted by H. ]J. Krehbiel, A Trip Through Europe (Newton, KS: Herald Pub. Co.,
1926), 104.

15. Bericht uber die 400 Jahrige Jubilaumsfeifer der Mennoniten oder Taufgesinnten June 13-15,
1925 (Karlsruh: Verlag Bibelheim Thomashof, n.d.), 152-60. The letter and statement were
translated by Elizabeth Bender and Mary Bender, “Russians Hoped to Repay Aid: Early
MWTC Ideas,” Courier 1:2 (1986), 11.

16. Ibid.
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The purpose of such an organization, noted in an accompanying
letter by Peter Braun, would be the "coming together of all Mennonites
and care for Mennonites now in the whole world with the preservation
o diversity and the complete independence of all tendencies and
nuances within the Mennonite world." In order to reach this goal, there
should be established a "central office, a central treasury, literature and
periodic meetings of general delegates."!” Such an organization would
make possible:

1. External and internal building up of the church, especidly of the
scattered smaller groups;

2. Founding and maintaining of schools, both of ecclesiasticd and
secular nature;

3. Mission activity;

4. Support of the needy and suffering, especialy of students;

5. Immigration and emigration;

6. An address book (directory).'®

The Russian brothers were well aware of the price tag. "Right now,"
they said, "Russian Mennonites are completely impoverished and still
need help. But it will not always be so." Both those who had already
emigrated and those remaining in Russia would be willing to pay back
the support they received, in part or totally. Rather than try to repay the
American Mennonites who "would protest" such, why not put the
repayment in “"the central treasury of the World Mennonite organization
to be esitgablished. . .. The central treasury would not lack funds in the
future."

Willem Koekebakker, Dutch pastor o the Dortrecht-Breda
congregation, suggested names for a World Committee and warmly
applauded the Russian proposal. Not al the Dutch, however, wanted
another Mennonite institution. Other voices spoke against a Mennonite
World Union. Neff was asked to propose next steps and to call a second
conference, if possible in two or three years. As happened at subsequent
meetings, some who attended wanted fewer long sermons and addresses
and more discussion. The Dutch group was split: representatives of the
offidad conference (ADS) were more liberal, whereas the people
representing the Gemeentedagbeweging belonged to the more conservative
wing. Conflicts over faith issues between Dutch and Swiss

17. 1bid.
18. Ibid.
19. Ibid.
20. J. M. Leendertzs complaint—Gemeentedagbrief 9 (1925), 19. See also Zondagsbode 48



