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Definitions of Key Terms 
 
Anabaptists: Meaning “rebaptizers”, this term was applied in the sixteenth century to the radical reformers who baptized 
adults into a “free” church separate from the state. Today the term is used in three ways: (1) to refer to the beginnings of 
the Mennonite movement, (2) as interchangeable with Mennonite, and (3) to refer to churches outside the European 
Mennonite tradition that identify with Anabaptist values. 
 
Church/Conference: Church can mean both a congregation and a group of related congregations (the German Gemeinde 
means both “church” and “community”). A conference is an organization with member congregations. While Mennonites as 
a whole are sometimes called a denomination, that term is also applied to the larger groups within the Mennonite fold, such 
as Mennonite Church Canada. 
 
Conservatives: This term applies to Mennonite groups intent on “conserving” or maintaining traditional distinctives, such 
as head coverings for women and avoidance of popular culture. Swiss Conservatives tend to mix nonconformity with 
evangelical emphases. 
 
Kanadier: This term refers to those individuals of the Mennonite faith who lived in Canada in the early 1900s then moved to 
Mexico, and now they, and/or their descendants are returning for primarily economic reasons. It should be noted that 
Kanadier is a name recently suggested to refer to this group. Most Kanadier Mennonites refer to themselves as Mennonites 
from Mexico or Mexican Mennonites. The term Mexican Mennonites is misleading, however, because this group includes 
those individuals who have migrated from Central and South American colonies. 
 
Low German: A language of the lowlands of northern Europe that Dutch Mennonites adopted when they moved to Poland 
and Prussia and later to Russia. Because these Mennonites lived in relative isolation, they developed a distinctive 
“Mennonite Low German”, which they brought to Canada and Latin America. 
 
Mennonites: The name comes from Menno Simons, a leader of the Anabaptists in Holland in the sixteenth century. Today 
that name applies to the worldwide church body that grew out of those Reformation roots. 
 
Old Orders: These are the “horse and buggy” Mennonites and Amish, the most traditional of all Mennonite groups. They 
have resisted modernization, seeking to retain a simple, rural way of life and traditional religious practices. 
 
Russian Mennonites: A popular name for Anabaptist-Mennonites originating in Holland who moved to Poland and Prussia 
and then to southern Russian/Ukraine before coming to Canada in the late nineteenth century. 
 
Swiss Mennonites: A popular name for Anabaptist-Mennonites originating in Switzerland and South Germany who moved to 
Pennsylvania in the early 1700s and then to Ontario beginning in 1786. They have also been known as “Old Mennonites” in 
contrast to the “newer” immigrants such as the Russian Mennonites. 

QUERY 
 
What are the names of all of the Mennonite factions in the Two Hills region? What do each of them believe in, or 
what makes them different? Why did they move to Canada, and the Two Hills region, from Mexico? What were the 
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circumstances like where they came from in Mexico? And, finally, what are the values they hold strongly, worth 
knowing, that would assist in getting them more active in their community? 
 

 
CHALLENGES 

 
 Over the past couple of decades Alberta has experienced a significant increase in the migrant population of 
Mexican Mennonites. This group of Mennonites, sometimes referred to as Kanadiers, arrive primarily for the purpose of 
attaining agricultural employment or other forms of manual labour. Reasons for leaving Mexican colonies range from lack 
of agricultural land or crop failure to accessibility to a higher wage to dissatisfaction with the ultraconservative Old Colony 
Church in Mexico and other Latin-American colonies. As has traditionally been the case, many continue to make a seasonal 
pilgrimage, but an increased number appear to have decided to remain in Canada. Whether for economic or religious 
reasons, motivation must have been strong for they were taught that if they left Mexico, they would be rejecting God. Taking 
such a risk shows the desperation experienced by those returning to Canada. 
 Raised in isolated colony villages, the Kanadier Mennonites depart Latin-America from an ultraconservative 
lifestyle. They are part of a religious ethnic minority and most aspects of their culture derive from religious belief and 
doctrine. Embedded in the culture is a strong belief in separation from the world, including such secular institutions as 
public schools and such worldly influences that may derive from a liberal education. Any examination of the issues needs to 
be approached with care, understanding, and respect for the Kanadier’s desire to maintain their own culture and keep their 
values intact. 
 
 

MENNONITES IN MEXICO (KANADIERS) 
 

According to 2012 estimates, there were 100,000 Mennonites living in Mexico (including 32,036 baptized adult 
church members), the vast majority of them, or about 90,000 were established in the state of Chihuahua, 6,500 were living 
in Durango, with the rest living in small colonies in the states of Campeche, Tamaulipas, Zacatecas, San Luis Potosí and 
Quintana Roo. 

Their settlements were first established in the 1920s. In 1922, 3,000 Mennonites from Manitoba established in 
Chihuahua. By 1927, the Mennonite population had reached 10,000 and were established in Chihuahua, Durango, and 
Guanajuato.  

Worsening poverty, water shortages and drug-related violence across northern Mexico have provoked significant 
numbers of Mennonites living in Durango and Chihuahua to relocate abroad in recent years, especially to Canada and other 
regions of Latin America. Between 2012 and 2017 alone, it is estimated that at least 30,000 Mexican Mennonites emigrated 
to Canada. 
 
 

Background 
 
 The ancestors of the vast majority of Mexican Mennonites settled in the Russian Empire in the late 18th and 19th 
centuries, coming from the Vistula delta in West Prussia. Even though these Mennonites are Dutch and Prussian by 
ancestry, language and custom, they are generally called Russian Mennonites, Russland-Mennoniten in German. In the years 
after 1873, some 7,000 left the Russian Empire and settled in Canada. In the period leading up to and during World War I, 
governments in Manitoba and Saskatchewan passed laws requiring public schools to fly the Union Jack, required 
compulsory attendance, and created public schools in areas of Mennonite settlement. 
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In response, the more conservative Mennonites sent out delegates to a number of countries to seek out a new 
land settlement. They finally settled in a tract of land in Northern Mexico after negotiating certain Privilegium (privileges) 
by the Mexican government under the leadership of President Álvaro Obregón. The Privilegium was similar to those 
extended to the Mennonites in Russia and elsewhere in Latin America. Approximately 6,000 of the most conservative 
Mennonites eventually left Manitoba and Saskatchewan for Mexico. The first train left Plum Coulee, Manitoba, on March 1, 
1922. 
 
 

Migration 
 
 Between 1922 and 1925, some 3,200 members of the Reinlaender Gemeinde in Manitoba and 1,200 from the Swift 
Current area left Canada to settle in Northern Mexico on approximately 230,000 acres (930 km2) of land in the Bustillos 
Valley near present-day Cuauhtémoc, Chihuahua. While 950 Mennonites from the Hague-Osler settlement in Saskatchewan 
settled on 35,000 acres (140 km2) in Durango near Nuevo Ideal. By 1927 some 7,000 Old Colony and Sommerfeld 
Mennonites from Manitoba and Saskatchewan were living in the Manitoba Colony (1922), Swift Current Colony (1922), and 
Santa Clara Colony (1922) in Chihuahua State; and at Patos (1924), also known at the Hague Colony in Durango State. 
  
 

Settlements 
 
 The pioneer years were very difficult. Civil order was generally in disarray in the first decades after the 
revolution of 1910-1920. The crops and land management practices to which Mennonites were accustomed were only 
marginally applicable to the semi-arid highland environment. 

The Mennonites established farms, machine shops and used motorized vehicles for transporting produce 
(although automobiles were forbidden for common use). The chief crops produced were oats, some corn, beans and dairy 
products. A generally diversified type of farming was fairly common. 

Throughout the century, agriculture as the economic basis of the colonies and an agrarian ethic relating status to 
property ownership remained dominant. Nevertheless, food processing and services related to agriculture achieved wide 
representation. Dominant in the secondary sector was cheese production, which became the economic mainstay in all but a 
few of the colonies. Dairying helped maximize returns from agriculture because if made use of crop residues. Since the 
1960s wheat production increased proportionately, especially in Chihuahua. Production of tree crops, particularly apples, 
also grew. Since 1955 Mennonite crop production has been fully mechanized. 

The few Old Colony Mennonites that engaged in business and industry in towns were not considered members in 
“good standing”. The villages followed Mennonite architectural styles existent in Russia and Canada and the names were 
based on former names in Canada such as Rosenort, Steinbach and Schönwiese. The colonies were based on former 
Mennonite social structure in terms of education, similar prayer houses and unsalaried ministers. Conservative dress and 
traditional roles for women were the norm. 
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Mennonite settlements in Mexico, 1950s. 

Source: Mennonite Encyclopedia, v. 3, p. 663 
 

 
2000s 

 
 In Chihuahua, Mennonites continue their lifestyle with several reforms, such as the use of automobiles. They 
coexist, learning Spanish and English and living side by side with the Castizo in the hill country of the state. During the 
harvest season they employ a considerable number of Tarahumara people from the nearby Copper Canyon area. About 
50,000 Mennonites reside near the city of Cuauhtémoc in Chihuahua. In Durango, there are 32 Mennonite communities (30 
in Nuevo Ideal Municipality and 2 in Santiago Papsquiaro Municipality). Mennonites in Durango plateaued at 8,000 in 2011, 
now there are 6,500; most of them live in Nuevo Ideal. 
 The largest denominations, as of 2012, are from the Old Colony Mennonite Church with 20,650 members, 
Kleingemeinde in Mexiko had 2,800 members, Sommerfelder Mennonitengemeinde had 2,075 members, and the Reinländer-
Gemeinde had 1,675 members. 
 The community of Chihuahua separates themselves into “conservative” and “liberal”, with the liberal faction 
accounting for 20% of the population. This group is more open to outsiders and as such, more likely to marry outside of the 
community than their conservative peers. It is also more common for this group to adopt Tarahumera and Mestizo children. 
These children grow up as any other Mennonite would, learning German in school and helping out in the community. 
 Since the start of the Mexican Drug War, many Mennonite colonies in Chihuahua have suffered the impact of drug-
related violence. The location of the colonies and the economic success of the Mennonites are the reasons why the 
community has been affected. The economic achievements have attracted the attention of organized criminal gangs, putting 
Mennonites at risk of armed robbery, kidnap and extortion. These factors have led Mennonites from northern Mexico to 
emigrate to other Mennonite settlements in Canada, Belize, and Paraguay to escape the violence. 
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 Some Mennonites were, in fact, convicted of drug running in the 1990s. There have been fresh accusations more 
recently. In 2014, Abraham Friesen-Remple was one of six members of the Norther Mexico Mennonite community who were 
indicted and accused of smuggling pot in the gas tanks of cars and inside farm equipment. 
 In addition to escalating drug-related violence and worsening poverty in Mexico, Mennonites living in Chihuahua 
and Durango have had to contend with extended periods of droughts as well as tensions with non-Mennonite farmers over 
access to water. The combination of these factors has provoked significant numbers of Mennonites in the region to 
emigrate abroad, especially to Canada and South America, in recent years. From 2012 to 2017 alone, it is estimated that 
30,000 Mexican Mennonites have relocated to Canada. 

 
Source: Wikipedia and the Global Anabaptist Encyclopedia Online (GAMEO) 

 
BELIEFS, VALUES & TRADITIONS 

 
Religion 

 
While Alberta Mennonites who have returned from Latin America have been referred to as one population, Kanadiers, 

it should be noted that they depart Latin America from four different groups: Sommerfelders, Klein Gemeinde, Rüssländer, 
and the Altkolonier (Old Colony). They have each established their churches in Alberta, and each family is expected to attend 
and follow the teachings of their particular church. Five main Mennonite churches exist in Alberta with other smaller 
churches developing from groups breaking away: 
 

1. Sommerfelder: The Sommerfelder are perceived as the most traditional with an emphasis on more power being 
held by the bishop and ministers. 

2. Old Colony Mennonite Church: This group is somewhat comparable to the Sommerfelder, but the bishop and 
minister have less power and control. Within the Old Colony Church, there is an emphasis on authority figures, 
being strict and judgmental and ridiculing those who do not conform. In both the Sommerfelder and Old Colony 
Church, education is not emphasized, especially for women. 

3. Kleine Gemeinde (meaning small congregation) 
4. Evangelical Mennonite Church 
5. General Conference Church: Along with the Kleine Gemeinde and Evangelical Mennonite Church, they are 

considered more progressive or liberal in their focus. Education for both men and women has more of an 
emphasis and the worship and services are congregation oriented with the bishop and preachers having less 
power. 

 
The above churches encompass a range of conservatism with the Sommerfelder and Old Colony sustaining the most 

conservative practices, including separation and opposition to public education. 
 
 

Two Hills & Area Churches: 
 

Old Colony Mennonite Church of Two Hills 
Living Faith Fellowship 

Reinland Mennonite Church of Two Hills 
Two Hills Mennonite Church 

Northern Light Mennonite Church of Two Hills 
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Related Groups: 

 
Hutterian Brethren of Plain Lake 
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1. OLD COLONY MENNONITE CHURCH (ALT-KOLONIE MENNONITENGEMEINDE) OF TWO HILLS 
 
Denominational Affiliation: NA 
 
Current Status: Active 
 
Alberta Company Number: 5410453731 
 
Type: Religious Society 
 
Legal Name: Old Colony Mennonite Church of Two Hills, Alberta 
 
Mailing: PO Box 252, Mynam, AB, T0B 3K0 
 
Incorporated: May 1, 2003 
 

Source: Alberta Corporations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Brief History 
 

The Old Colony or Fuerstenland Mennonites were part of the migration from Russia to Manitoba in the 1870s, along 
with the Bergthaler Mennonites. Both Fuerstenland and Bergthal were daughter colonies of the “Old Colony” of Chortitza, 
the first Mennonite colony established in Russia. During the 1930s, a number of families from Saskatchewan moved to 
Alberta’s Peace River area. 
 The Old Colony Mennonite Church (Alt-Kolonie Mennonitengemeinde) in Two Hills, Alberta was started in 2000. It is 
located on Highway 45, 90 km. east of Edmonton. In its early years a service was held once a month in a community hall, 
and the congregation was served by ministers from Vauxhall and Aeltester Peter Wolf and Minister John Quiring from 
Hague, Saskatchewan. 
 A major development in the past few decades has been the return of thousands of Old Colony families from 
Mexico, settling mainly in Ontario, Manitoba, and Alberta. They began arriving in the Two Hills area in 1999. By the end of 
2000, 20-30 families had moved to the area, coming from Alberta as well as from Mexico. The sale of the land was 
promoted in Mexico and there was a lot of interest. 
 In 2010 the church was led by Henry Wiebe and services were in both Low German and High German. The church 
had approximately 500 members. 
 

Location: Alberta: 2,377 members in 4 congregations 
 

School: Alberta: 4 elementary schools 
 

Distinctives 
 
 Although practices vary, Old Colony members have resisted cultural assimilation and education and have 
remained separate from other Mennonite groups. They are the Russian Mennonite counterparts to Old Order groups in the 
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Swiss Mennonite tradition. While Old Colony members in Mexico and Bolivia have resisted technology (some groups 
forbidding rubber tires for tractors), the church in Canada does not have restrictions against cars or other technology. 
 Many of the women, particularly those who have returned from Mexico, are recognizable by their dark print 
dresses, severe hairstyles, and black kerchiefs. Members have retained the German language (primarily Low German) for 
worship, although some English is used. Hymn singing is unison, in a slow, chant-like style. Sermons, by lay ministers, are 
often read. 
 The Old Colony Mennonite Church is loosely organized, with many independent congregations. There is some 
fellowship between provincial groups. It is difficult to estimate membership because a considerable number of families 
move back and forth between Mexico and Canada for seasonal work. Many Old Colony Mennonites, while retaining traditional 
dress and customs, claim no church membership at all. Some Old Colony churches participate in Mennonite Central 
Committee and other church-related local organizations. 
 

Source: One Quilt Many Pieces: A Guide to Mennonite Groups in Canada (2008) 
__________________________________________________ 

 
 

Inside Information (Two Hills Region) 
 
 Some 30 to 40 families with Mexican origins live scatted in this region over an area of 80 kilometers, and more 
are planning to join them. Some have also moved there from Manitoba and Taber, Alberta. 
 Some have bought their own farms and others work for English people on their farms. Still others have purchased 
beef cattle which they later sell for slaughter. Heinrich Elias, formerly dentist in Mexico, has a large herd of some 50 
head… 
 There is snow in the region in winter but at present (April 12/01), it is nice as here in Cuauhtemoc, Mexico. There 
is not that much work at the moment, but farmers are preparing their machinery for the field work and seeding. Two 
families, whose Canadian citizenship papers were not yet completed, have left the area as their expenses were too high and 
they were not earning enough. They want to work somewhere else. 
 This region is quite attractive for the Mexican Mennonites since they do not need to irrigate, and the crops are 
nonetheless very good [presumably there as of yet no so-called Evangelicals here to denigrate and belittle them. The 
Editor]. Someone reported that the four-foot-high barley looked better than the irrigated barley in Mexico. The crop can be 
sold, even if it sometimes takes a while. 
 More Mennonites from Mexico will move to Two Hills if they can make reasonable sales of their land. Some who 
can buy it from them offer too low a price [irrigated land in the Manitoba Colony is worth $2000.00 U.S. an acre. The 
Editor] and those who need it do not have the money to pay for it. 
 There are still many acres of land for sale in Two Hills. Terms are available with up to 25 and 30 years to pay at 
eight per cent interest. The Mennonites are of the understanding that the government is happy that they are coming, so 
that the region remains populated. 
 They are allowed to have their own schools as they know them in Mexico from the village schools. In fact, the 
government even pays the German teachers and the fuel required for school transportation. They do not yet have a school 
bus, but the parents join together and drive the children. 
 Some 70 to 80 children, from 40 km. away and closer, attend the school. Two hours a day are spent instructing 
English language and writing by an English teacher. The children attend school from kindergarten until they are 12 years old. 
Those who do not have work by then are to remain in school longer. Adults and young people take part in evening classes in 
order to learn English. 
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 The Aeltester Jakob Giesbrecht and the Ohms come to Two Hills from Vauxhall, Alberta, every second Sunday, 
to conduct worship services. They wish to hold the “Spring Church” and baptism together. Two youths from Two Hills and 
many others from Vauxhall are planning to submit themselves to Holy Baptism. Presently a further ministerial election is to 
be held for Grassy Lake and Vauxhall, this time together with Two Hills. 
 —From Kurze Nachrichten aus Mexiko (April 12/01) compiled by Jorge Reimer, Strassburgo Plaza, Cuauhtemoc, Mexico, from Men. Post, 
April 20, 2001, page 21. 
 

Further Reading 
 
Wiebe, Herman. “Vauxhall Old Colony Mennonite Church,” in Old Colony Mennonites in Canada 1875 to 2000, edited by 
Delbert F. Plett. Steinbach, MB: Crossway Publications, Inc., 2001: 162. 
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2. LIVING FAITH FELLOWSHIP 
 
Denominational Affiliations: Evangelical Mennonite Conference 
 
Current Status: Unknown 
 
Alberta Company Number: 
 
Legal Name: 
 
Mailing: PO Box 1181, Two Hills, AB, T0B 4K0 
 
Address: 5014 47 Ave, Two Hills, AB, T0B 4K0 
 
Phone: (306) 750-8052 
 
Incorporated: 
 

Source: Alberta Corporations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Brief History 
 

This conference has its beginnings in a revival movement in the Molotschna Mennonite Colony of southern Russia 
in 1812. In that year, a group of about 20 men, led by Klaas Reimer, left the established Mennonite church to form a new 
group, which became known as the Kleine Gemeinde (small church). 
 Some 60 Kleine Gemeinde families settled in the Steinbach and Morris areas of Manitoba. 
 In 1948, about 100 Kleine Gemeinde families moved to Mexico, where they could live more separately and maintain 
control over their children’s education. Ten years later, about half of these moved to Belize. 
 By 1950, Canadian congregations were functioning more autonomously, with self-appointed ministers. In 1952, the 
Kleine Gemeinde changed from a single church identity to a conference structure and adopted the name Evangelical 
Mennonite Church. The name was changed to Evangelical Mennonite Conference (EMC) in 1959. The Kleine Gemeinde in 
Mexico and South America have retained the German name. 
 As drug violence in Mexico increased, many Mennonites concerned for the safety of their families, heard of 
relatively inexpensive land in the Two Hills area of Alberta, and had started moving to there in the early 2000s. That the 
local school board was also willing to accommodate their desire to have some German programming in the public school, 
also continued to draw these Mennonites to the area. Initially the only Mennonite church in the area was the Old Colony 
Mennonite Church, but as more people came, different church groups began forming. The Living Faith Fellowship was one of 
these other groups. 
 The Living Faith Fellowship in Two Hills was founded in 2015 when an independent group that had been meeting for 
a while, felt they needed to join a larger conference in order to move forward. At that point they chose their name and 
initiated a conversation with Charles Koop, Director of Church Planting with the EMC, with the intention that it would lead to 
conference affiliation. 
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The Living Faith Fellowship was greatly helped by EMC’s Charles Koop in the process of finding a pastoral couple 
that could provide congregational leadership in their unique situation. In the fall of 2016 John and Helen Froese accepted 
the call to pastor the church and committed to serving a two-year term.  

It was the desire of Living Faith Fellowship to be an evangelical ministry in the community of Two Hills. Living Faith 
Fellowship wanted to keep some of the Mennonite ordinances and be available to serve Low German-speaking Mennonites. 
Their language of worship and instruction was English and Low German. In 2017, the average attendance was 45, and the 
membership was 10. 
 

Location: Alberta: 888 members in 9 congregations 
 

Distinctives 
 
 The Evangelical Mennonite Conference claims its roots in both the Radical Reformation and in evangelical 
Protestantism. “As Evangelical, we hold to scripture as our final authority in faith and practice, to a belief in Christ’s 
finished work on the cross for our reconciliation, and to a life of discipleship based on the life of Christ and the teaching of 
scripture. As Mennonite, we are committed to following Christ daily in life; to baptism upon confession of faith and in living 
out our faith together as a church family; to expressing social concern, partly through a commitment to nonviolence; and by 
wider mission,” states the introduction on the EMC website. 
 About 75 percent of the conference budget goes toward mission work in Canada and other countries. While the 
group’s Low German ethnic roots remain visible, membership is increasingly diverse, and leaders come from a variety of 
backgrounds. Women serve in leadership roles (some congregations have women pastors), but the conference does not 
ordain women to pastoral leadership. 
 Recent decades have seen a renewed interest in the church’s Anabaptist roots. With that has come the desire to 
train pastors in an Anabaptist context. The EMC belongs to the Mennonite World Conference, Mennonite Central Committee, 
and the Council of Anabaptist International Ministries, as well as the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada and the Canadian 
Council of Christian Charities. 
 

Source: One Quilt Many Pieces: A Guide to Mennonite Groups in Canada (2008) 
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3. REINLAND MENNONITE CHURCH OF TWO HILLS 
 
Denominational Affiliations: NA 
 
Current Status: Active 
 
Alberta Company Number: 5418130836 
 
Type: Religious Society 
 
Business Number: 769012493RR0001 
 
Legal Name: Reinland Mennonite Church of Two Hills 
 
Mailing: PO Box 1840, St. Paul, AB, T0A 3A0 
 
Address: Range Rd 124, Two Hills, AB, T0B 4K0 
 
Phone: 
 
Incorporated: Feb 24, 2014 
 

Source: Alberta Corporations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Brief History 
 

In 1958, a division occurred in the Sommerfelder Mennonite Church in Manitoba, a church that had been formed in 
the 1890s by settlers from the Bergthal Colony in Russia. The immediate reason for the division was the introduction of 
electricity into Sommerfelder church buildings. Many saw this as confirmation that the church was accommodating itself to 
the world and losing its distinctives. 
 About 800 members (a fifth of the membership), along with 12 of the 16 ministers, left the Sommerfelder church 
and formed the Reinland Mennonite Church (Reinländer Mennoniten Gemeinde). Reinland was the name of the Manitoba 
municipality in which the Mennonites settled in the 1870s. (The original settlers came from both the Bergthal Colony and the 
“Old Colony” of Chortitza in Russia. The Old Colony group originally called its church the Reinland Mennonite Church, but 
later adopted the name Old Colony Mennonite Church. See Old Colony Mennonite Churches.) 
 The Reinland church was concerned to maintain old worship patterns, with unison singing, black dress for worship 
and weddings, and the German language (primarily Low German). This new group built even more plain, white church 
buildings, initially without electricity. 
 In 1968, a number of families, led by their bishop, immigrated to Bolivia. Settlers from Saskatchewan and 
Paraguay joined them to establish a Reinlander congregation there. In 1979, another church was founded at the Swift 
Current Colony in Mexico; it grew to over 3,000 members in five locations. Other groups were organized at Santa Rita, 
Mexico, and Seminole, Texas, by Mennonites who had moved there from Mexico. 
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 In recent years, some of the Reinland members from Bolivia have returned to Canada, settling in Vauxhall and 
Worsley, Alberta. These two congregations are served by the bishop of the Reinland Mennonite Church in Manitoba, William 
Friesen. 
 The Reinland churches in Manitoba, Alberta, and Ontario meet as a conference every other year, joined by the Old 
Bergthaler Mennonite Church near Hague, Saskatchewan. 
 

Location: Alberta: 2 congregations (plus 1 independent) 
 

Distinctives 
 
 The Reinland Mennonite community is similar to the Old Colony Mennonite Church in terms of conservative 
lifestyle, dress, and separation from society. For church, women wear long, black dresses and black kerchiefs; men wear 
black pants and dark shirts without ties. Low German is the primary language of worship, but English is also used. There are 
no musical instruments in the church. 
 Most churches now have Sunday school and young people’s groups, as well as weekly Bible studies. Church 
leadership consists of a bishop and lay, unpaid ministers who meet regularly to conduct church business. The bishop 
presides over baptisms, communion, selection of ministers and deacons, and ordinations. The church does not have its own 
institutions or periodical. Children attend public schools. 
 

Source: One Quilt Many Pieces: A Guide to Mennonite Groups in Canada (2008) 
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4. TWO HILLS MENNONITE CHURCH 
 
Denominational Affiliations: Christian Mennonite Conference (formerly known as Chortitzer Mennonite Conference) 
 
Current Status: Active 
 
Alberta Company Number: 5419568158 
 
Type: Religious Society 
 
Business Number: 750979692RR0001 
 
Legal Name: Two Hills Mennonite Church 
 
Mailing: PO Box 1016, Two Hills, AB, T0B 4K0 
 
Address: 5013 50 Ave, Two Hills, AB,  
 
Phone: (780) 657-1124 
 
Incorporated: Feb 3, 2016 
 

Source: Alberta Corporations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Brief History 
 

This conference has its roots in the Bergthal Colony of South Russia. When the whole Bergthal Colony moved to 
Manitoba between 1874 and 1876, members settled on two “reserves” in southern Manitoba, one on each side of the Red 
River. This conference grew out of the churches established in the East Reserve, today the area around Steinbach. 
 The Bergthaler settlers in the East Reserve took the name Mennonite Church of Chortitz (the resident village of 
their Bishop, Gerhard Wiebe). 
 The Chortitzer churches maintained conservative ways, resisting innovations such as harmony singing, Sunday 
schools, or youth gatherings. Authority resided in the bishop and the ministers. Worship was in High German and Low 
German, the latter the language of everyday life. 
 The Chortizer church has remained a fairly small, cohesive group. In 1948, about 1,700 of the most conservative 
members left for Paraguay, opening the doors to change in the Canadian church. In the 1960s and 70s, English was 
gradually adopted, and the group moved to a conference structure. Christian education became important, with 
congregations beginning Sunday schools, young people’s programs, and Bible study meetings. 
 The late 1950s saw a new interest in missions and outreach. Today numerous members are serving under the 
Chortitzer mission program or with other mission organizations. 

In 1990 the Chortitzer Mennonite Conference consisted of some 2,400 baptized members attending services in 11 
different congregations. These congregations were served by 18 preachers, some of them graduates of Bible schools. 
There was one bishop (Wilhelm Hildebrandt, 1936-1999). The individual congregations gained considerable local autonomy 
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and showed distinct characteristics in their worship services. The bishop presided over the ministerial meetings and 
continued to function as the spiritual leader of the whole conference. He, or his assistant, did all the baptizing within the 
conference. The bishop also was responsible for communion in all of the congregations. Elections and ordinations (for life) 
of ministers and deacons were his responsibility. The ministers continued to itinerate in the Manitoba congregations, but on 
a limited basis only. The pastors were unpaid and therefore had to have a job or farm to provide their daily necessities. 

Two Hills Mennonite Church was planted by the Chortitzer Mennonite Conference Board of Missions in spring 2008 
in the town of Two Hills, Alberta. In 2010 services were held in English and German. At the time the church was led by Pastor 
Dave and Sharon Dyck. 

On 18 April 2015 the conference voted to change its name to Christian Mennonite Conference. The 60 delegates 
voted by majority for the new name. 
 

Location: Alberta: 2 congregations 
 

Distinctives 
 
 The Christian (Chortitzer) Conference is the conservative wing of the Bergthaler immigration to Manitoba. The 
conference is still a cohesive group, but it is becoming more diverse as each congregation develops its own character. 
Today, one congregation uses only the German language for worship, three use both German and English, and the remaining 
have services only in English. A number of congregations have paid pastors, but smaller churches have lay leaders. 
 Congregations are served only by one bishop who is part of an executive committee that leads the conference. 
The conference sponsors a Low German radio broadcast, Dee Harrliche Botschaft (The Holy Gospel). There has been a shift 
toward higher education. 
 

Source: One Quilt Many Pieces: A Guide to Mennonite Groups in Canada (2008) 
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5. NORTHERN LIGHT MENNONITE CHURCH OF TWO HILLS 
 
Denominational Affiliations: Nationwide Fellowship Churches 
 
Current Status: Active 
 
Alberta Company Number: 5422290782 
 
Type: Religious Society 
 
Legal Name: Northern Light Mennonite Church of Two Hills 
 
Mailing: PO Box 1211, Two Hills, AB, T0B 4K0 
 
Address: 4 Centre St, Hairy Hill, AB, T0B 1S0 
 
Phone: (587) 280-4004 
 
Founded: 2017 
 
Incorporated: Oct 15, 2019 
 

Source: Alberta Corporations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Brief History 
 

The Nationwide Fellowship Churches is a loose association of congregations in North America. Its beginnings go 
back to the conservative movement among Amish and (Swiss) Mennonite churches in Ontario in the 1950s. 
 While disaffected churches of the Amish conference were regrouping as conservatives in the 1950s, 
congregations were leaving the (Swiss) Mennonite Conference of Ontario over similar issues. Ministers from Ontario who 
wished to maintain conservative dress and a nonconformist lifestyle met with leaders from Pennsylvania and Virginia in 
1959 to discuss how they might support each other. These meetings marked the beginning of what is known as the 
Fellowship Churches or Nationwide Fellowship. 
 In 1962, some members moved to British Columbia and started a church there. In recent years, Fellowship 
churches have been established among conservative Russian Mennonites in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. These 
western groups are grouped regionally under the name Northwest Fellowship. 

The Fellowship Churches have not maintained organizational ties but are bound together by common purposes and 
practices. The ordained brethren have met annually for inspiration and conferring. From small beginnings, the Nationwide 
Fellowship Churches by 2001 had grown to 3,369 members in 91 congregations in the United States, Canada, Mexico, 
Guatemala, the Dominican Republic, Paraguay, the Philippines, and Nigeria. By 2010 it had grown to 114 congregations with 4, 
607 members. 

Locations: Alberta: 8 congregations 
Distinctives 
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 The Fellowship Churches have upheld seven Bible principles that they believe were being compromised or 
abandoned in the Mennonite Church: 
 

1. The supreme authority of the Bible for life and doctrine. Cutting across time and cultures, Bible principles find a 
consistent practical application among God's people in every generation. 

2. Believer's baptism. Only those who show evidence of real conversion and a change of life are fit candidates for 
baptism. 

3. Scriptural church government. Not an ecclesiastical authority legislating to a carnal people, but Spirit-led men 
leading a body of committed disciples to confront sin and current issues. 

4. Clean communion. Prompt dealing with sin and carnality to maintain the purity of the church and her communion 
table. 

5. Mutual aid. A commitment to meet each other's material needs, without depending on government aid or 
insurance programs. 

6. Scriptural separation from the world based on radical discipleship (nonconformity) and an uncompromising stand 
against the pressures, trends, and fads of the world. 

7. Every-member involvement in evangelism. 
 

The Fellowship Churches consider providing a Christian education for children a scriptural requirement for the 
preservation of the faith, and most congregations have their own schools. 
 

Source: One Quilt Many Pieces: A Guide to Mennonite Groups in Canada (2008) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 18 

6. HUTTERIAN BRETHREN CHURCH OF PLAIN LAKE 
 
Denominational Affiliations: Scotford Hutterite Colony (Fort Saskatchewan, AB) 
 
Current Status: Unknown 
 
Alberta Company Number: 51062116 
 
Type: Non-Profit Private Company 
 
Legal Name: Hutterian Brethren Church of Plain Lake 
 
Mailing: PO Box 370, Two Hills, AB, T0B 4K0 
 
Address:  
 
Phone: (780) 6757-2054 
 
Founded: 1970 (or 1969) 
 
Incorporated:  
 

Source: Alberta Corporations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Brief History 
 

The Hutterian Brethren, also called Hutterites, is a branch of Anabaptists that, like the Mennonites and Amish, has 
roots in the Reformation of the sixteenth century. Soon after the movement began in 1525, Anabaptists living in the Austrian 
Tyrol fled to Moravia (now eastern Czech Republic) to escape persecution. 

In 1533, the Anabaptists in Moravia broke into three groups. Those who followed Jakob Hutter’s leadership became 
known as Hutterites. Hutter’s group was distinctive because of its communal lifestyle, holding all things in common, based 
on New Testament passages such as Acts 2-5 and 2 Corinthians. Hutter died a martyr’s death in the Tyrol in 1536. 

In 1870, the threat of universal military conscription and a “Russification” of culture pressed the Hutterites, along with 
many Mennonites, to move to North America. 

All the Hutterites moved to the United States. The three settlements in South Dakota still define the three Hutterite 
divisions: the Dariusleut (after leader Darius Walter; leut means “people”), Schmiedeleut (after leader Michael Waldner, a 
Schmied, or blacksmith), and Lehrerleut (after leader Jacob Wipf, a Lehrer, or teacher). 

World War I saw a number of Hutterite men imprisoned for their refusal to bear arms. At that point, 17 of the 18 
colonies decided to move to Canada, where exemption from military service was granted. They settled in southern Alberta 
and Manitoba, and later in Saskatchewan. Today, about three quarters of the colonies are in Canada. 

According to a Hutterite website, there are about 460 colonies in North America with the Plain Lake Hutterite Colony 
identifying itself as a Dariusleut colony. 

Locations: Alberta: 170 congregations (101 Dariusleut, 69 Lehrerleut) 
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Distinctives 
 
 The communal lifestyle of the Hutterites sets them apart from all other Anabaptist groups. Each colony, with 10 to 
20 families, functions as a collective: the colony owns everything and operates like a corporation, run by the male 
members. While farming is the main occupation, some colonies also operate manufacturing industries. The colonies own 
large tracts of land and state-of-the-art equipment. The colony’s manager is the elected minister, or Servant of the Word. 
 Over the years, the provinces have attempted to curb the expansion of colonies, and there have been conflicts 
with neighbouring farmers. Recent years have seen economic challenges as farm prices drop and young people leave. 
 Families have their own sleeping quarters, but all meals are in common. Each adult has his or her task to perform 
within the collective. Colony schools are often staffed by teachers from outside. Some students, particularly among the 
Schmiedeleut, now go on to high school and university, especially to train as teachers. 
 Hutterites speak a Tyrolean dialect and wear distinctive dress: women wear print dresses with aprons and polka-
dot kerchiefs; men wear dark pants and suspenders, and married men usually wear beards. Colonies differ on the use of 
radio and computers, but television is forbidden. Singing together is central to community life, and instruments are allowed 
in some Schmiedeleut colonies. 
 The Schmiedeleut set up their own mutual insurance in 1980. The other two groups depend on inter-colony aid 
when fire or disaster strike. The colonies all participate in provincial health plans. They contribute financially to local 
charities and to Mennonite Disaster Service. 
 

Source: One Quilt Many Pieces: A Guide to Mennonite Groups in Canada (2008) 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Organization 
 
 The concept of the Gemeinde is central to the life of the Mennonite colonies. Among the Mennonites in the United 
States and Canada, the term refers to the church community alone but, in Latin America, it signifies both the church and 
the secular community since in terms of their populations these are essentially the same. In Mexico, the church influences 
almost every aspect of life: clothes, house styles, mode of transportation, level of education, size of families and the spoken 
language. The church Gemeinde is usually led by its own Elder and lay minister(s), referred to as Lehrdienst. Local church 
matters are dealt with at a general meeting, a Brunderschaft, of the men. In the Latin American colonies, each village has 
an appointed summoner, a Kroagha, whose duty is to detect behaviour or innovations which are at variance with the official 
church position or covenant, and to report such matters to the clergy. The covenant consists of a promise to remain true 
to God and the Gemeinde, and to serve the Lord with righteousness and holiness. 
 
 
 In the Old Colony philosophy, once conventions are decided upon and sealed with prayer, they constitute a 
covenant with God which can never be altered. This is a source doctrinal rigidity and a barrier to innovation but is applied 
somewhat differently amongst the groups. The varying application of “unalterable” covenant is illustrated through a rubber 
tire example: The use of rubber tires was placed under interdiction in the Latin American colonies because it was believed 
their use would tempt the young people to visit the towns and ranchos where they would learn to mingle socially with the 
worldly population. The Old Colony church attempted to exact compliance by invoking the ban. However, the invocation of 
the ban became less effective as time went on because the use of rubber tires became more widespread. The 
Sommerfelder and Kleine Gemeinde, however, do not forbid “utilitarian” innovations, and thus more easily avoid difficulty in 
maintaining orthodoxy among their members. 
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 Church services are an important part of community life. Ministers are elected by the congregation from the male 
members and are expected to preach from books of prepared sermons that are passed on from previous ministers. With 
the exception of ministers, emotional expression of beliefs during the religious service is forbidden. Beliefs of the laity can 
be expressed through informal discussion, singing, recitation of the catechism, participation in special services and living 
the Old Colony life. The church is to contain no pictures or displays of wealth in order to reflect the values of a modest and 
non-materialistic life. During the service, the men sit on one side and the women sit on the other side of the church. The 
minister reads from the Bible and preaches and the congregation sings songs. Children do not attend church until they are 
past six, an age when they are considered capable of sitting still and paying attention. Baptism and subsequent acceptance 
into the congregation, the Gemeinde, do not occur until adulthood, when a young person is able to feel and understand the 
need for and desirability of becoming a church member. 
 
 

Separation 
 
 The most widely held and significant belief is that the Old Colony is God’s chosen people, the elect. Salvation is not 
personal, but collective, and as such it is imperative that all members of the church follow the correct path. The one 
absolute truth dominating their faith is that man is born a sinner and cannot achieve salvation except through “heart” faith 
in the only Son of God, Jesus Christ. Within the world there is absolute good and absolute evil. Between these two extremes 
exist the amoral elements which may be used either for good or evil. Worldly contact is perceived as sinful, offering 
temptations that must be resisted. There is a strong belief in punishment for unfaithfulness and a countering trust in the 
providence of God. God is their personal benefactor and will take care of them in every area of life as long as they, 
collectively, are faithful to Him. 
 The Mennonites are a Bible-centred group whose church boundaries are defined by the concepts of regeneration, 
obedience, fellowship, and brotherhood. Congregational decisions have always been biblically based. The declaration that 
the church is in the world but not of the world and the ideal of maintaining a pure church contribute to the devotional 
necessity of separation. Separation from the world includes separation from the state, for the state is of the world. The 
three distinct ways that separation from the state has been enacted: refusal to take the oath of allegiance; refusal to 
accept or fill public office or any position in the government; and refusal to bear arms even if threatened by death. 
Opposition to participation in such secular institutions as public schools also upholds the concept of separation from the 
state. There is support for the laws of the nation’s governing body, but only under the condition that the requirement of 
human laws is not contrary to the word of God. God is obeyed rather than man because the rule of life must always be the 
word of God. 
 Because they are insular in their separation, they are not concerned with the redemption of the outside society. 
The concern lies in the effect outside society can have in the preservation of their own. Shielding impressionable children 
against secular influence has been important to the Kanadiers throughout their history. This was clearly illustrated by the 
unwillingness to compromise church control over education during the Manitoba school crisis. Keeping the children within 
the church is important as there has been no history of welcoming potential converts. The church support of endogamy, the 
custom of marrying only within the limits of a local community, clan, or tribe, effectively keeps the members within a closed 
context supported by their beliefs and traditions. Separation and the perception of a common enemy also serve the end of 
creating a climate of solidarity, a strong unity within. In practical day-to-day living, separation has frequently meant no 
interaction with worldly people, and no cars, trucks, telephones or radios that would bring the world closer to them. 
 
 

Conformity 
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 The ability to live the Old Colony way of life is an ultimate goal among Old Colony members. Inherent in achieving 
this goal is the belief that conformity will preserve the Old Colony way of life and contribute to its quest for salvation. 
Religious life can be practiced only within a community where the self-will is submerged. As such, the rules of behaviour 
are designed to achieve a loving brotherhood rather than personal holiness. Such aims are antithetical to individualism. 
Regulations that maintain conformity, including the roles, behaviour and dress of women and men, are based on scriptural 
interpretation. As it is sinful to take under pride in one’s appearance, dress for both sexes is modest and plain without 
jewelry or cosmetics. Married women wear head coverings called ducks at all times as symbols of their status in the 
community and in order to pray. The women’s hair, which represents love, is to be left long. Marriage and children are 
viewed as part of God’s plan with no sanction for birth control. Interfering with childbearing would be against God’s will. 
 Individuality is minimized. Even the floor plans and architectural style of the houses, household furnishings, farm 
practices and equipment are determined by conformity to tradition. The lack of conformity creates tension and 
misunderstanding. Conformity, then, seems an essential component in the maintenance of the existing social structure 
within the conservative Mennonite colony as it still exists in Latin America. 
 
 

Social Control 
 
 When combined with the high regard for church leaders, the “spokesmen for God,” the church structure optimizes 
social control. The Lehrdienst, responsible for religious matters, ensures conformity to religious and social norms. The 
behaviour watchdog, the Kroagha, reports deviant behaviour to the clergy who, in turn, have a number of formal avenues to 
ensure compliance. Brought before an assembly consisting of the Lehrdienst and Elder, an errant individual is instructed to 
abjure the forbidden practice or face sanctions. Sanctions can range from denial of church sacraments and surveillance to 
the extreme social consequences of shunning or excommunicating. If excommunication is applied, reinstatement can only 
be obtained after the accused has renounced the offending practices and begged the pardon of the Gemeinde. 
 Being banned by the church is a powerful negative sanction. Others may not greet banned individuals, speak to 
them, worship with them, or sit down to eat with them. They cannot attend family reunions, engagement parties, weddings 
or funerals. Given the traditional closeness within the Mennonite community and the high value placed on family ties, this 
proves to be a serious strain for all individuals. Being banned can also have serious economic consequences. During the 
Manitoba school crisis, Mennonite shop owners who sent their children to public schools in town and were subsequently 
banned found themselves without patrons. The economic necessity of sharing or trading equipment is also hampered. 
Continued deviance is an exception rather than the rule primarily because the “costs” involved, both social and economic, 
are too great. Family members, caught in the awkward position of having to choose between church and family, often 
pressure the excommunicant to “make his case” to the Gemeinde at whatever cost in pride and dignity. The Old Colony 
church has progressively become less liberal in its exacting of excommunication as a sanction. The Lehrdienst is well 
aware of the possibility of a break away through new group formation of a large group of excommunicants. As well, there is 
the possibility that an individual, along with the family, may apply for membership with another group, usually less 
conservative. While the Sommerfelders and Kleine Gemeinde have similar sanctions, the incidence of “shunning” is lower 
because they have fewer proscriptions pertaining to secular matters. 
 Youth membership, a voluntary act accompanied by a promise to remain within the church, is an important Old 
Colony goal. While voluntary church control is inherent because membership is a prerequisite for marriage. Outside the 
church structure, the village social structure acts as a sphere of social control. Social control can be exercised informally 
through discussions and disapproval. Within the village organization, many economic, social and ecological processes are 
rigidly controlled. When this village sphere of influence is not in place, as is the case in Canada, the church is generally 
unable to exercise the same degree of control. 
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Technology 

 
 The utilization of technology is carefully guarded, although it is becoming more prevalent. In Mexico, technology is 
used primarily for agricultural production and distribution. Although uncommon, technologies such as cars and electricity 
are also being introduced with their use frequently discussed and debated. Some view the use of technology as a direct 
threat to dependency relationships while others argue that more sophisticated forms of machine technology enhance the 
stewardship of the Mennonite farmer. There has been an acceptance of health care technologies by the Old Colony and 
while the folk health system continues to be valued, there were no sanctions against receiving professional medical 
treatment or services that would require laboratory tests, surgery or anaesthetics. In Canada, living outside the village 
structure, most Kanadier Mennonites have witnessed the use of technology on a regular, day-to-day basis. The presence of 
technologies like televisions, radios, and coffeemakers have been identified in some homes, and a telephone in all homes. 
Within the Latin-American Mennonite households, however, technological luxuries and work-saving amenities are rare. Many 
homes have no space heating despite chilly temperatures during the winter months. Given the dearth of water, even the 
joint ownership of a well is considered fortunate. 
 
 
Social Relationships 
 
 The Community 
 
 The strong ties, and cohesive and interdependent nature of the Mennonite village in Latin-America has already 
been described. Within the church and village community, individualism is minimalized with emphasis being placed on 
spiritual maintenance of the whole. While communal ownership is not part of the traditional philosophy, the principle of 
mutual assistance is thoroughly a part of the social fabric. The principle of mutual assistance, more than any other single 
factor, guarantees the survival of colonization efforts despite difficult agricultural frontiers and resultant hardships. Care 
for the poor is also an important component of the Mennonite belief system. Each Gemeinde maintains a fund to assist 
those in need. Because all members of the group are striving for a common end, no one within the group should be allowed 
to starve. Outside the realms of the immediate community, a larger organization called the Mennonite Central Committee 
(MCC) formed in order to address the needs of the poor on a global scale. The MCC is fairly active in providing assistance to 
the communities within Latin America. The service is a direct extension of the Mennonite convictions that word and deed 
must be one and that love must be visible. Often, however, reports appear contrary to this conviction. Two groups of 
Kanadier Mennonites were noted: “the haves and the have-nots, with financial success determining divisions within the 
community”. The Kanadier Mennonites were perceived as more intent on individual success rather than helping each other. 
 A system of social ranking occurs within the Old Colony despite the belief that it is wrong to classify one person 
as more or less important. Rank is determined by a number of factors including age, gender, wealth accumulated by 
traditional means, occupation, and an ability to use one’s personality in informal influence or leadership. The Lehrdienst 
containing bishops and ministers occupies the highest rank. The second class is made up of farmers who are landowners, 
Wirtes, and the third class includes the landless laborers called Anwohner, teachers and cowherds. Within the Kanadier 
population in Alberta, such stratification is not as readily apparent. In terms of “class”, there seems to be more similarities 
than differences. Most of those who leave Mexico are landless, relatively young, and have not abandoned a highly esteemed 
position within the Vorsteher. Divisions appear to be the result of the ability to successfully adapt economically as opposed 
to the cultural value placed on particular occupations. 
 Visiting is the main kinship activity of the Old Colony culture in Canada with importance being placed on 
maintaining contact with relatives who are visited as often as time and distance will allow. And, while there is little leisure 
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time for Kanadier Mennonites, when time is available, it is most often spent visiting with extended family. In Canada, some 
families watch television. One of the more liberal Mennonite churches, the General Conference, allows television and radios. 
For some conservative Mennonites, the term amusement contradicts the strong work ethic and implies idleness, vanity, 
waste and worldliness. Within the Mexican village system, amusement is tightly controlled; restriction on social activity 
provides an effective means of limiting social interaction with the larger society. While some of the same restrictions apply 
in Canada, lack of time and money determine amusement activities to a large extent. 
 Maintaining close social relationships within the Gemeinde is much more difficult in Alberta than it is in Mexico, 
since the traditional village structure is not intact. There are indications that new Canadian migrants, living in hamlets, 
towns, or on farmland, missed the reassurance to which they had become accustomed in Mexico and related feelings of 
isolation. Feelings of isolation and loneliness have been reiterated by some Mennonite women as many do not drive and are 
dependent on their husbands for transportation. 
 Dating usually begins to occur around the age of 16 for girls and 17 for boys and can be considered fairly 
“innocent” with time being spent talking and getting to know each other. Premarital sex is forbidden by church law and 
intermarriage in Mexico results in excommunication. This is not to say that it is not becoming more prevalent. Common-law 
marriage is not acceptable and divorced individuals cannot receive communion. 
 
 

Language 
 
 Most Kanadier households speak Low German. The German language is strong part of the Mennonite heritage, and 
a feared loss of the mother tongue threatens the bond within the family. It has been argued that “any diminution of the 
German being taught would seriously threaten the continued functioning of the church, based as it was on the use of the 
German language.” On the other hand, it has been noted that the Mennonite population has had to learn and assume a new 
language in the past, German being one. The maintenance of the language for the time being is important because it serves 
to facilitate communication between the young and old. 
 
 
 The Family 
 
 The family is characteristically a strong unit within which there has traditionally been a high degree of functional 
interdependence. Considered to be the will of God, large families are generally the rule. Not surprisingly, the population 
growth rate in Mexico doubles every 17 years. In an agricultural setting, children are viewed as an asst for work on the 
farm, since they do not need to be sent to higher schools for education. Within the farm labour environment of Alberta, it is 
common for a Kanadier father to contract with a farmer or company and fulfill the contract with the assistance of his 
family. The provision of free, or relatively inexpensive health care, and other government programs such as unemployment 
and child tax credits also help to sustain large families. Even so, feeding, housing and clothing a large number of children 
can be economically challenging, especially since most of the Kanadier men secure low paying jobs that are often seasonal 
in nature. 
 A strong belief in tradition and conformity has resulted in fairly delineated roles and expectations among the 
family members. The family unit is supported by a patriarchal structure. The father, provider and spokesman, is the head of 
the home and can expect respect, obedience, support and encouragement from his wife. The direct powerholder, the father 
determines what his children may do, their privileges, rights and duties. The extent of the father’s power can be far-
reaching and his actions severe. Fairly conventional in nature, the father’s responsibility is to adequately supply all the 
material provisions necessary for family sustenance. The Old Colony church forbids the use of alcohol, smoking and crude 
language and although the women must comply, the rules are stretched for a man “because of his superior authority”. 
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There are indications that women are subjected to physical abuse from both the husbands and sons, a contradiction to the 
Mennonite religious doctrine that emphasizes pacifism. There are also indications of physical abuse of children. Alcohol 
abuse among the men, with wages going to alcohol rather than necessities, has also been identified as a concern. 
 The wife is expected to respect and obey her husband, meet his physical needs and care for the home. Women are 
expected to comply with rules, and attitudes toward them result in limitation on freedom. In the Latin American colonies, 
most women think of themselves as servants to their husband. While women are considered almost equal to men in church, 
they are not allowed to express their ideas in public or hold office. Generally, women make little eye contact and appear 
more submissive. As well, if the husband is present, women are “more reticent” and often waited for him to answer 
questions. Daily decision making in the home may fall to the woman, but the authority is attributed to the man. According to 
some writers, many churchmen condition women to believe that their prime duty is motherhood and household care. The 
role of being the main care giver in Canada is a somewhat different experience for the women then it was in Mexico. 
Lacking the support of extended family and neighbours in close proximity, mothers of the Kanadier children are often 
perceived as overwhelmed with rapid and successive pregnancies and not always able to provide the time needed for each 
of their children. Gender role teaching and practice are characterized by headship for a husband, silence for women and 
primacy of male experience. It should be noted that the seemingly extreme nature of the above-described feminine role is 
not necessarily assumed by all women. It should be noted that Kanadier households appear to have more balanced or 
“interdependent” relationships. 
 The role of the child carries with it the obligation of complete obedience to parents. Children are taught to first 
obey and respect their parents and other adults. With large families and a never-ending array of chores, “girls are taught 
from an early age how to care for their younger siblings, how to cook, sew and manage the household”. From an early age, 
boys become responsible for chores outside the home. In Mexico, boys accompany their fathers and learn the skills 
necessary for farming. Depending upon the size of the family and the numbers of girls, however, boys may also have to 
assume some household duties. In one assessment, children were described as “well behaved and shy, requiring little 
attention from their parents”. It was also noted that the church assists in setting particular rules and expectations. In 
terms of discipline, both parents assume responsibility, although the father actually gives the punishment in some homes. 
“Discipline includes talking with the child and explaining what he/she had done wrong, putting the child in the corner and 
asking him/her to write a note of forgiveness, or physical discipline”. Some parents indicated that they are less strict with 
their children than their parents were with them. 
 Since the Mennonites practice adult baptism, it is important that the religious socialization of children is 
successful. Primarily conservative, the Kanadier Mennonite view of parental responsibility is that the task of each 
generation of parents to train up children in the way they should so that when the children are older, they will not depart 
from the church. In Mexico, various social and cultural boundaries (language, church-operated schools, denial of television, 
and access to other media) are maintained in order to limit the child’s contact with the outside world. “The whole 
socialization process is based in the assumption that the outside world is evil, and children can be safely reared only within 
the limits of the isolated colony or religious community in which the children receive a clearly defined and unmixed 
message as to what is right and what is wrong with respect to how life is to be lived and how one should think and believe”. 
In Alberta, the inability to reside in a collective geographic boundary, makes it difficult for the Kanadier Mennonites to 
maintain strict social boundaries. The family and church present the only “safe” opportunities for interaction. 
 
 

Occupations 
 
 Implicit in the culture stemming from Anabaptism is the view that “nature is a garden, that man was made to be a 
caretaker (not an exploiter) in the garden, and that manual labour is good.” Based on this belief, farming has traditionally 
been considered the only real way to achieve Old Colony objectives. The landowner farmers high rank in social status and 
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the ability to reflect agricultural skills is important in determining the success of an individual. “A successful farmer is one 
who is able to pay his debt, keep an orderly farm, and acquire more land so he can help his children get started on the 
farm.” Given these fundamental values, occupational choices are very limited for those who adhere to the traditional 
beliefs. If one is unable to become a landowner, out of economic necessity, he will attempt to obtain employment in a 
related field such as mechanics, welding fabrication, implement dealing, and working at a cheese factory. The Anwohners 
may hire out as farm hands or cowherds or be appointed as a teacher for the village. For women, the only acceptable 
occupation is that of a housewife. In Mexico, as well as Canada, women are also known to work on the farms. “If she does 
not marry, she remains in her parents’ home and cares for her aging parents or serves as a maid for another Mennonite 
family.” 
 The rural community is also believed to provide some protection from threatening worldly forces perceived as 
inherent in city life but less problematic and somewhat controllable in rural life. The ideal for traditional Mennonites is a 
rural community based on close, intimate ties of blood, land and kinship; “a community where people respect tradition and 
prefer to remain and interact with their own group.” Born, raised and trained in Latin America, the Kanadier men in Alberta 
appear to have adhered to the traditional occupational choice of agriculture. In one community assessment, the majority of 
men were working on farms or in the agricultural sector. Other jobs included welding and driving trucks. The assessment 
does not indicate whether the men obtained primarily agricultural employment out of choice or necessity. Even if an 
individual desired to move beyond the traditional choice, lack of schooling and training in areas outside agriculture may 
hamper opportunity. 
 
 

Educational Beliefs 
 
 In order to better understand the seemingly uncompromising stance on public education by some, one needs to 
examine some of the underlying educational values and beliefs. 
 

The basic educational philosophy hinges on Romans 12:2 and 16: “And be not conformed to this world … Mind not 
high things but condescend to men of low estate. Be not wise in your own conceits.” It is fixed by the admonition 
contained in 1 Corinthians 7:20: “Let every man abide in the same calling wherein he was called.” The latter 
passage is interpreted to mean that a person is born into the faith and calling of his forefathers and must remain 
therein or risk divine retribution. For the Mennonite, then, it requires that he accept unquestioningly the religious 
rationale of his forbears and that he follow the traditional agrarian way of life. 
 

The ability to realize these goals falls into the previously discussed religious/cultural manifestations of separation, 
conformity and social control. There is a strong contrast between the Old Colony philosophy, education for persistence, and 
the philosophy perpetuated by public schools, education for change. This view is expressed by Old Colony members that 
reflect the resistance to change: “if our people got more training, they would probably become higher minded and not come 
back”; “farming and higher education are not compatible … we feel our calling it to till the soil.” Education is sufficient if one 
gains enough knowledge to farm and read the Bible; sustenance of the religious fellowship, the culture and simple lifestyle 
is the primary goal. “The more learned, the more perverted,” or the further away one may deviate from the established 
practices on the colony. Another philosophical difference lies in the emphasis on individualism. The public school’s 
emphasis on individualism and personal growth is disparate from the Colony’s emphasis on conformity, interdependence 
and collective conscious. 
 Ultimately, public school is a potential threat to almost every aspect of colony life. Strategically, there are two 
possible ways for dealing with the threat of public education. One can tolerate the public school, attempt to isolate its 
influence and to counteract the disruption it causes, or one can secure complete control by operating the school. 
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Historically, the Kanadier Mennonites have chosen the latter, often at great economic and personal cost as evidenced by 
the move to Mexico. It is interesting that control is not so much an issue of inculcating religious instruction as avoiding a 
way of life promoted by a secular system. Primary education, religious and occupational, takes place in the home. Schools 
are expected to reinforce and supplement learning in the home. What is omitted from the curriculum is as important as 
what is taught, for the school functions as one of the boundary-maintaining mechanisms for the culture, keeping children 
sheltered from the world. The Old Colony Mennonites are well aware that public education is potentially a powerful 
instrument for breaking down barriers between themselves and the world. Continuity with faith, family and community can 
easily be broken if a child secures close friendships with children from the secular community and becomes comfortable 
with the ways of the world. Adolescents need to remain isolated within the community; formal education is completed, and it 
is time for them to become skilled in and to enjoy the work they will actually be doing as adults. Upon completion of 
elementary level schooling, Kanadier Mennonites become young adults, able to put in a full day’s work. To further education 
beyond elementary level would retain the adolescent’s status as a child. 
 
 
 Reaction to Change 
 
 Change is a difficult issue to address because all aspects of lifestyle are inextricably connected to faith. The 
church influences almost every aspect of their life including clothes, hairstyles, transportation, level of education, 
occupation, farming methods, size of families, vernacular and written language. The Mennonite Central Committee 
recognizes that problems of poverty, illiteracy, landlessness, unemployment and constant migration are largely due to 
leaders’ resistance to change. In their work with the conservative colonies, the MCC has attempted to focus on trying to 
help the colonies broaden intellectual horizons and diversify economic means in order to cope more effectively in a rapidly 
changing environment. Many colonies, however, are not open to having MCC in their community; they fear that the MCC may 
bring changes that result in the development of corrupt modern communities or increase the level of education to the point 
that their children will desire to live in the world. The fear of change clouds the recognition that the result of continued 
suppression may be change that is so swift and uncontrollable that values will be lost. The MCC advises controlled change, a 
channelling in a direction where they can maintain values; new skills, new ideas and new attitudes are necessary for 
competing in a global economy, one that is increasingly difficult to be separated from. 
 For those who feel economically compelled to migrate to Canada, some level of change is unavoidable. Almost all 
newcomers to Alberta work in the traditional area of agriculture. In most areas of agricultural labour in Canada, however, 
modern technology and practices are an integral part of farm operations, and thus, are unavoidable. As some of the 
Kanadier labourers become more comfortable in the culture, they move on to mechanics, welding or construction. Several 
maintain the goal of owning their own farm or business. Modern transportation is a necessary part of life in most areas of 
rural Alberta, even for such basic things as securing services and purchasing food and clothing. If Kanadier children attend 
any of the public schools or even a private school, most incorporate some level of modern technology. There is no doubt 
that the Kanadier population is culturally challenged in their exposure to rapid change and new types of decisions. 
 An additional challenge is the conflict between the modest way of life they have been raised in and their church 
demands and, if successful in economic terms, the wealth they acquire. For many, it may also be the first time they have 
experienced a sense of freedom to make personal choices and a vision outside of the pattern of village life in the colony. 
For those who are able to cope with the change and remain there is an increasing tendency to select from core culture 
only those parts that fit their view of life. There is a great range of “selection”, as evidenced by the varying levels of the 
maintenance of different components of the traditional lifestyle previously experienced in Latin-America colonies. “The 
willingness to change and include innovations in their lives is dependent upon the individual and his/her adherence to 
traditional religious beliefs.” It was pointed out that “some families have been excommunicated from the Old Colony church 
because of their behaviours or have willingly left and joined the more liberal church.” While initial adjustment and 
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acceptance is extremely difficult, the Mennonite migrating from Latin America eventually “learns by experience to 
appreciate some of the subtleties that adjustment to life in a modern community requires.” Not immune to desiring some 
level of public acceptance to ease the difficulty of adjustment some parents mentioned “giving their children permission to 
wear blue jeans to school so that they will fit in easier.” Others admitted to the refusal of young school-aged girls to wear 
their ducks in order to prevent being teased. 
 While certainly more isolated than in their traditional village, the Kanadier Mennonites are not without valuable 
assistance in an effort to facilitate adjustment and cope with culture shock. The Help Centers of the MCC, sensitive to the 
background and beliefs of the population, assist them in adjustment to the Canadian culture without trying to change their 
value system. The increasing Kanadier population in Alberta has also spurred other community and government agencies to 
develop programs aimed at better facilitating cultural adjustment. The difficulty inherent in programs initiated by 
community and government agencies is the degree of Kanadiers’ willingness to participate or access assistance. It appears 
that members of the Old Colony Church are among the most reluctant. Major opposition from this group was encountered 
in the proposal stage of one such Community Development Project. The leaders of the group denounced the proposal as 
dangerous and a threat to their religion. A leader from a different Mennonite church described this reaction as natural 
given that they, the Old Colony Church, perceive any formal group as a threat. “They have been taught that we are evil to be 
separate from and to view our efforts as intrusion and threat.” He further explained that while some groups believed in 
education, at least apart from the secular system, the Old Colony Church “did not want their people to have a good 
education so they would not be influenced from outside.” Beyond formal agencies, there is the existence of an informal 
network among the Kanadier population where those who can speak English and are more culturally adjusted assist 
newcomers. For individuals, such as the Old Colony Church members, who refuse to access other services this network is 
critical during the initial stages of cultural adjustment. 
 School, both an educational and social institution, has traditionally been a major player in the process of change 
for migrant populations. In fact, some research points to the school as a place where “necessary” change occurs. Crucial 
firsthand experience of adjustment to a different culture occurs within the migrant child and conversely, experience with 
their otherness and their differences occurs within the child of the host country. For those Kanadier children whose 
parents have chosen alternatives to the public education system, adjustment to, or perhaps determined separation from, a 
new country and culture is particularly unique in the sense that it does not follow this historic pattern. Whether this is right 
or wrong, good or bad, it is difficult to determine the outcome or the long term social and individual consequences this will 
have on these Kanadier children. 
 
 
 Perceptions of Mainstream Culture 
 
 Whether correct or incorrect, the way in which a particular minority population is perceived by mainstream 
culture impacts interaction and the relationship between the two groups. Lack of knowledge and overriding assumptions 
can have a negative influence on decisions made by members of the mainstream culture when placed in an employment, 
schooling or social context. The Kanadier Mennonites are generally perceived as being intentionally separate and isolated 
from mainstream society. Intentional isolation is viewed as inhibiting the group’s understanding of Canadian society as well 
as institutions that may assist them on arrival. Maintaining an isolationist stance appears to draw attention to lack of 
participation in what the mainstream culture may deem as important. It has been pointed out that negative attention is not 
so much based on social or religious beliefs but the seeking of privileges that reinforce isolation in the areas of education 
and military service. Some of the migrant Kanadiers who return to Mexico each winter are “criticized because they take 
most of their earnings with them, they spend practically nothing in the Canadian communities in which they work, and they 
pay essentially no taxes in support of the public services they enjoy while living there.” Another area of public criticism is 
the avid degree to which the Canadian returnees pursue all forms of public assistance available. From a moral point of 
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view, some individuals feel that a population that perceives Canadian society as evil should not look to Canada for a living. It 
should be noted that while some of the mainstream culture may perceive certain actions as “taking unfair advantage,” the 
Kanadier Mennonite, raised within a religion that teaches him not to feel a part of any secular kingdom or nation, does not 
have a comparable understanding of expectations regarding citizenship. Therefore, any government assistance would be 
viewed by the Kanadier Mennonite as a paternalistic gesture from a wealthy country that can afford such “largesse”. 
 The Kanadier Mennonites are described as having a simplistic view of the world, which contributes to, among 
other things, inappropriate medical attention. The most common characteristic attributed to the Kanadier population is the 
patriarchal nature of the culture with women being described as dependent and subservient. Some further issues related 
to the patriarchal structure are women’s dependence on the man for transportation and the subsequent impact on leave 
from work, physical and alcohol abuse. Other issues include poor nutrition, inability to communicate in English, illiteracy in 
their own language and the gap between the haves and have-nots. While many issues are identified, mainstream culture 
generally maintains the perception of the Kanadier Mennonites as a hard-working, diligent people who make few demands, 
are polite, friendly and peace-seeking. As the population increases, however, so does the likelihood of negative social 
behaviours and public recognition of these behaviours. 
 
 
 Needs Identified by Past Studies 
 
 Three projects that focused on Kanadier Mennonites in Southern Alberta can be examined to form a fairly 
comprehensive list of identified needs: Petker, 1993; Kulig, 1995 & Babcock, 1998. Based on interview feedback from a 
number of Kanadier Mennonites, Kulig’s assessment concluded that the population itself does not perceive much need for 
intervention or assistance. Likewise, when reading through the progress of Babcock’s community endeavour, one can note 
the reluctance of the target population to become involved in a project aimed at improving life in Canada. The immediate 
response to working with a government agency appeared to be one of extreme caution, even mistrust. Involvement of the 
population was an essential component of success and, because of that, Babcock went through a fairly lengthy process of 
building community trust and rallying involvement. Rallying support was no easy task given the patriarchal structure, a 
range of churches whose members seemed to require approval for involvement and the difficulty of communication. Based 
on Babcock’s work and involvement, there is no question that any initiative aimed at this population requires extensive 
groundwork and networking within the community in order to obtain some level of involvement. Identified needs obtained 
through discussion or interview with the population itself can be summarized in a few key areas. 
 
 
 Social 
 
 Identification of some Kanadier Mennonite social problems as judged by members of mainstream culture have 
already been delineated: alcohol abuse, physical abuse, rights of women, isolation, economic problems, adaptation. There 
appears to be a need to at least examine these identified areas. In order to begin to address such social issues, Petker 
(1993) suggests that the population needs liberation. Unable to live in colonies in Canada, the Kanadier Mennonites 
nonetheless bring with them a fortress mentality as a result of a core belief system calling for separation of the church 
and state. The strong motivation to maintain church membership and the overwhelming fear of ex-communication has 
already been pointed out. Given this strong attachment, there is a tendency towards what Petker calls religious abuse. Just 
as the church can be extreme, by mainstream standards, the patriarchal family structure can be taken to extreme with 
women and children afforded no sense of personal freedom or choice. Petker points out that these kinds of pressures may 
become manifest in the form of alcohol abuse, physical abuse, and even incest within the family. The difficulty in addressing 
these issues and resultant needs is readily apparent. As Kulig (1995) points out, one must weigh the moral dilemma 
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between the rights of the individual and the maintenance of the integrity of the religion and culture. Even if an outsider 
weighs in favour of the individual (e.g. elimination of wife abuse), the difficulty of intervention is compounded by the closed 
and separate nature of the community. In terms of general well-being and social adjustment with the community, Kulig 
identifies a need for advocacy to assist Mennonites in obtaining better housing and employment conditions. As well, she felt 
it was important that their religious and cultural beliefs be understood and respected. 
 
 
 Health 
 
 A variety of health-related needs are identified in Kulig’s (1995) assessment and are evident in Babcock’s (1998) 
research. Given the folk-like approach to health care, lack of knowledge concerning diet and nutrition, and economic 
difficulties due to family planning, it appears the primary need is for health education. There are inherent difficulties in the 
provision of education due to the level of illiteracy, possible opposition to particular topics, and on a practical level, simple 
accessibility obstacles related to transportation. 
 
 
 Education 
 
 There is no question that education is the key issue from which most of the identified needs stem. 
Recommendations for addressing both social and health needs focus on intervention through education. Difficulty with 
language and literacy poses employment difficulties and institutional access problems, while compounding feelings of 
isolation and an inability to assist children with schooling. According to Babcock (1998), while the population is somewhat 
reluctant to become publicly involved in initiatives, in an informal setting some expressed a desire for education in certain 
areas. Some spoke of the need for literacy given recent advances in technology in the agricultural sector. A desire for 
more English classes for adults was also expressed. While this desire is expressed by some members of the Kanadier 
community, addressing the educational needs of this population is difficult given the sensitive nature of the issue of 
education and schooling. As has been pointed out, attitudes towards the level of appropriateness of content and method of 
delivery are embedded in a religious based culture that has a long history of opposition to imposed educational programs. 
Once again, the buy-in and ultimate collaboration of the group will determine the level or degree of success. 
 

Source: Developing an Understanding of the Kanadier Mennonite and Implications for Education (2000) 
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