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Editorial

This thematic issue of The Conrad Grebel Review contains papers given at
the consultation, “Living with a History of Suffering: Addressing the
Repercussions of the Soviet Mennonite Experience,” sponsored by the Toronto
Mennonite Theological Centre in the fall of 1999. The consultation was
prompted by and followed aseries of eventsin Mennonite communities across
Canadain 1998 that marked thefiftieth anniversary of the height of the Stalin
purges (1937-38). For many Mennonites living in the former Soviet Union
during that era, thoseyears saw significant numbersof menin particular arrested
and either executed or sent into hard labor, most never to be seen by their
familiesagain.

A bit more historical information is necessary to place in context the
articles that follow. The century-old Mennonite settlements in south Russia
were radically transformed by the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the First
World War, and the Civil War and anarchy that followed. Prior tothe upheavals
of war and revolution, Russian Mennonite soci ety was characterized by afair
degree of administrative autonomy, astrong religious orientation, and economic
prosperity relative to neighboring villages. By the early 1920s, however, the
violence, destruction, and death wrought by revolution, world war, anarchy,
and famine prompted the departure of about 25,000 Mennonites for North
and South America. For those who remained, Stalinism introduced anew era
of terror.

Soviet Mennonite society of the late 1920s and 1930s was shaped by
collectivization, de-kulakization, forced famine in Ukraine, the closure of
churchesand cultura institutions, and several waves of arrest and deportation
of alleged subversivesto Asiatic Russia. During the purges of the mid-1930s,
entire truckl oads of men weretaken from avillagein any onenight. Several
sources state that by the outbreak of the Second World War, an average of
fifty percent of Mennonite families were without a father. When the Soviet
Union entered the war, Mennonites, along with the Ukrainian population,
found themselvesin the midst of the shifting battle lines between Soviet and
German armies. Considered as ethnic Germans, M ennonites were subject to
further repression by the Soviets and thousands were evacuated eastward as
the German army advanced into Ukraine. When German forces began their
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westward retreat in the fall of 1943, they took with them 350,000 Soviet
Germans, of which about ten percent were Mennonites.

Of those who left Ukraine on the so-called ‘ great trek’ , approximately
23,000 went missing in thewar or were repatriated to the Soviet Union. Most
of the remaining 12,000 Mennonite refugees scattered throughout Europe
eventually emigrated to Canada and South America. But extreme hardship
continued for the thousands who remained or were sent back. The prisoners,
the exiles and those repatriated were sentenced to hard labor in work camps
and gulags, or were simply dropped off freight trainsto eke out an existencein
remote, sparsely popul ated areas. Within afew years, many had died of illness
or starvation. Over the past three decades, some 100,000 individuals of
Mennonite background have left the former Soviet Union and settled in
Germany.

The devastating loss of life, identity, and culture experienced by
Mennonitesin the Soviet erahas been documented and analyzed by historians
fromanumber of angles.! The theological meaning attached to that suffering
hasreceived minimal attention, however. The consultation sought to address
theological questions that arise out of these particular historical events and
also responses that might assist Soviet Mennonites, their pastors, and their
childrentointerpret the past within the context of their contemporary religious
lives.

Biblical scholar Waldemar Janzen, himself a Soviet Mennonite who
immigrated to Canada with his mother after the Second World War, was
asked to write aposition paper outlining biblical and theological perspectives.
Using Janzen's presentation as a springboard, three other papers addressed
similar issuesfrom different angles. Henry Paetkau, aMennonite pastor, profiles
and analyzesthe writings of three ministerswho lived through imprisonment
and exile under Staininthe 1930s. Historian Walter Sawatsky, who has studied
and worked with Christian groups in the former Soviet Union over several
decades, uses the theological paradigm of martyrology to compare the
Mennonite story under Stalinism with that of sixteenth-century Anabaptists
and also with other Soviet Christian groups. Arnold Neufeldt-Fast suggests
that the primary contribution of the Soviet experience to a contemporary
Mennonitetheology liesin afocus on the nature of truth that emergesfrom a
context of atheism.
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Two respondents to these four papers offer alternative ways to think
about Soviet Mennonite history and itstheological repercussions. Carol Penner
responds to the issues rai sed by Janzen and others with anew understanding
of the Noah's ark-like character of the Mennonite church in which she grew
up. She also makes crucial comparisons between the suffering of Soviet
Mennonites and that of contemporary victims of torture and survivors of
domestic violence. From his vantage point as a historian of Russia and the
Soviet Union, Len Friesen proposes the revisionist interpretation that
Mennonites did more than simply endure suffering; rather, they found ways
of actively resisting and subverting the policiesthat tried to break them.

It is important to remember that abstract ideas are informed by and
interact with lived experience. With that in mind, wearea soincluding excerpts
from the personal life story of Werner Fast, whose poignant reflectionsmoved
many peopl e attending the consultation.

The literary refraction in this issue is a piece of reflective prose by
author Rudy Wiebe, introduced by literary editor Hildi Froese Tiessen. An
eclectic assortment of book reviews rounds out theissue.

Marlene Epp, Editor

Notes

1 Seefor example, “Mennonitesin the Soviet Inferno,” aspecial issue of Journal of Mennonite
Sudies 16 (1998); John Friesen, ed., Mennonites in Russia, 1788-1988 (Winnipeg: CMBC
Publications, 1989); John B. Toews, Czars, Soviets, and Mennonites (Newton, KS: Faith and
LifePress, 1982).

Cover photo: Thewestward trek of Soviet Germans, including Mennonites,
from Ukraineinthefall of 1943. Courtesy of the Centrefor Mennonite Brethren
Studies, Winnipeg, Manitoba.



Timeof Terror:
Biblical-Theological Per spectiveson Mennonite
Suffering during the Stalin Eraand World War 11

Waldemar Janzen

Introduction

This paper is neither a detached theological dissertation nor a conclusive
treatment of the M ennonite experience of terror and suffering during the Stalin
era and World War 11. It will not be detached because | was born into the
midst of that experience, so that the course of my lifewaslargely shaped by it,
although significant other factors also madetheir impact. From the distance of
over half a century, | realize increasingly how much the experiences under
discussion, which | at timesbelieved to haveleft behind, still cast their shadows
on my existencetoday. Nor will it be conclusive regarding an understanding of
that era even for myself. | am still struggling for a personaly satisfying
perspective on those years, one that can somehow incorporate them into the
trueflow of Mennonite history, and not simply seethem asaterribleinterlude
best left behind and forgotten. This struggle for incorporating into lifeatime
that may seem like death is somewhat parallel to the task we face when
seriousillnessstrikes us. Our tendency isto consider such atimeasatemporary
cessation of life, alifethat can begin again if and when werecover. Yet times
of illness and suffering must be owned asreal parts of our life rather than as
interruptions. Only then can we continue to live without being held back by
them.

In spite of these disclaimers, a time distance of half a century, or
approximately two generations, seemsright historically and for me personally

Waldemar Janzen is professor emeritus of Old Testament at Canadian Mennonite
Bible College (now Canadian Mennonite University) in Winnipeg, Manitoba.
He was born in the Ukraine in 1932. His father was sent to concentration camp
in 1935. Waldemar and his mother, having been separated by World War 1l from
all their relatives, came to Germany as refugees in 1943 and emigrated to Canada
in 1948.
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to look at that era with some detachment from earlier emotions. Such
detachment isnecessary for gaining acomprehensive, if not conclusive, picture
that can aid ustowardsincorporating that erainto our understanding of God's
leading and God'sgoals.

Sartingwith thefuture

In atime conscious of theimportance of narrative for the shaping of identity,
wemay well beready for highlighting certain key dynamicsof the confessional
narrative of the Bible ashelpsfor aninterpretive telling of our own story. Pre-
eminent among these dynamicsistheforward thrust of the biblical story. This
iswhat allowsit to beastory of salvation. Its starting points are alwaysthose
life settings where dark powers seem to have control. Oneisthe story of the
first human rebellion against God —the story of the Fall, culminating in human
estrangement from God and the scattering of asplintered humanity acrossthe
face of the earth (Genesis 3-11). Another is|srael’ senslavement in Egypt and
rebellionin thewilderness (Exodus). Later therefollowsthe captivity of Isragl
in Babylon, and then the “darkness’ that lay over Judea at the time of the
coming of Christ.

Yet the dynamic of the biblical story does not revel in these settings of
darkness; instead, it highlightsthe goingsforth, the new beginningsinitiated by
God. Abraham sets out for the land promised by God. Israel, after a long
detour to Egypt, takes up this move towards the land. Judah in Babylonian
captivity hearsthe call to anew exodusinto God'sfuture (Isaiah 40ff.). God's
people are encouraged in prophetic and apocal yptic textsto seethemselves as
people on the way to the Day of the Lord, or the Kingdom of God asthe New
Testament callsit. And Jesus declaresthat this Kingdom hasalready gained a
strong foothold, through his coming and ministry, inthe present world, although
itsfullnessstill liesinthefuture.

Totell the story of God at work, the story into which God’s people are
invited, means to become more conscious of God's goal than of one's own
starting point. We are called by the biblical story to seethe significance of the
experiences of the past to liein shaping our understanding of God'sgoalsfor
thefuture. Thefunction of rememberingisto awaken hope. Thebiblical story
ismore like a good novel drawing the reader’s attention forward towards a
promised ending than ajudicial inquiry report dredging up once moreall the
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dark events of the past. (That the dark past needs to be revisited to some
extent will receive attentionlater.)

Thegoal of thebiblical story’sforward movementisat first limited and
concrete; it iscontained in God' spromise of descendants and land to Abraham,
and later to Israel. Theland, however, at first understood very concretely as
theland of Canaan, becomes symboalic, pointing beyond itself to God'sfuture,
the Day of Yahweh or the Kingdom of God. Everyday life and the flow of
history gain purpose and meaning to the extent that they become part of this
movement towards God's ultimate goal. There is no golden age, no perfect
society, no life now already fulfilled in itself, but only that fulfilment which
consists of placing the self into the God-directed movement to the ultimate
God-set goal.

Thegrip of afutureesspresent

If we could find away to place the Mennonite era of Soviet terror into astory
moving toward that God-set goal or telos, we could be set freeto find positive
meaning in it for ourselves and our history. But the grip of a meaningless,
static present is strong. Peoplein the depths of suffering tend to perceivetheir
situation aseternal. It isfor them the state of things. During my childhood in
the Stalinist Soviet Union it seemed to me—but | am sure al so to many adults
— that life had entered a static form of existence marked by poverty, want,
scarcity of food, clothing and everything el se, submission to authoritiesdriven
by a hostileideology, and above al, fear for one’s own life and freedom and
for those of one's family, relatives, and friends. The powers that held sway
seemed unchdlengesblefromwithin and invincible fromwithout. Stoic, fataligtic,
or despairing submission seemed the only option for living.

Israel’s experience of such an apparently futureless present is well
described in Exodus 2:23: “After a long time the king of Egypt died. The
Isradlitesgroaned under their davery, and cried out.” Thetext continues (verses
24-25): “God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God looked upon the Israglites, and God took
notice of them.” But this was not known to the Israglites at that time. When
Mosescamelater tolead them out of Egypt at God'scommand, they considered
him adtirrer of troublewho had madetheir ot worse rather than better (Exodus
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5:19-21). Best to submit to theinevitable, they thought, than to cherish futile
hopesfor change.

| remember when, late one night, two young women cameto visit the
family with whom my mother and | lived and to whom they were related.
Under the cover of darkness and secrecy they shared a rumor that Hitler
would bring about the removal of all Germans from the Soviet Union to
Germany. It seemed like adream experienced momentarily asreal, but bound
to dissolveinto nothingness. It was adangerous dream at that. Don’t say such
things! It's dangerous! Who knows who might hear you! And in the end we
will bedisappointed anyway!

In retrospect we know that the apparently invincible Soviet Union would
fall apart almost in the twinkling of an eye. But were the peopl e back then not
right to perceive their situation as a futureless present of oppression and
endurance? What good would the knowledge of the Soviet Union’s eventual
demise have done my father and all the others in concentration camps who
never saw that day?

Breakingthegrip

Theonly way out of the grip of afuturel ess, God-less present wasthe route of
faith. There were those, and they were many, who had learned and come to
believe that God is a God of the future, a God who is leading the world
towards his Kingdom, and a God whom nothing can stop. These were the
people who waited and hoped.

Such a hope could not be individualistic, however. These people had
no assurancethat they themsel veswoul d experience God' s apparently stranded
train of history moving again. If their hope sustained them, it did so asmembers
of the people of God, a people who would continue towards God's goals,
even if they asindividuals would not experience the awaited future on this
earth. But they would still beapart of it assharersintheresurrection, inalife
eternal awaiting them. To what extent they thought in corporateterms, that is,
perceived themselves as members of aworld-wide church that was ongoing
even while their own church and personal life was being destroyed, | cannot
say. My impression is that an individualistic hope for life after death
predominated.
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Many did, of course, escape to the west during World War |1 and were
able to start a new life of freedom, comfort, and opportunity. | was one of
them. Others experienced alessening of theterror after the death of Stalinin
1953. Still others were able to resettle in Germany decades later, after
horrendous hardshipsin Siberiaand €l sewhere.

Whether survival, escape, and new beginning were experienced as
meaninglessfate or accepted asforetastes of thework of aGod advancing the
work of salvation made afundamental difference for understanding thetimes
of terror. For those holding to the former position, the years of suffering were
lost years, alost stretch of life, perhaps so long that its ending cametoo late
for life to pick up again. For those with the latter perspective, even the dark
yearscould beincorporatedinto alife participating, through faith, in the dynamic
forward-movement of God's story.

M odes of experiencing God at work

Within thisgeneral framework of faithin thebiblical panoramaof God working
to establish the Kingdom, and a sense of participation in God’'s ways,
Mennonitesin thetimes under discussion—if they lived by faith—drew onthe
Bible's perspectives on suffering selectively as they faced oppression,
deprivation, persecution, or death. It may be helpful here to consider our
ancestors' waysof appropriating biblical themes on suffering. My attempt to
depict some of these ways is based on memories, impressions, and random
readings rather than on systematic research. It is more an indication of the
direction for further research than an authoritative characterization of attitudes
inthat time.

1. Throughout the Bible, suffering typically evokesthe question of sin
and punishment. The narrative books and the prophetic oracles are full of
accounts and announcements of God's judgment, through various forms of
suffering, onsinful peoplesandindividuals. Similarly, thelament psamscontain
many confessionsof guilt and promisesof futurefaithfulnessor, aternatively,
of protestations of innocence. Even though the book of Job, the Suffering
Servant text of Isaiah 52-53, and a number of words of Jesus emphasize that
suffering does not have to be judgment for sin, they do not say that it cannot
be.
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Asfar as| know, however, few if any Mennonitesin the Stalinist era
and its sequels interpreted their sufferings as specific judgment from God
caling for acceptance and repentance, either corporately or individually. Unlike
what some North Americans have done in retrospect, they did not interpret
the peaceful eraof the Mennonite settlementsin Russiabeforethe Revolution
of 1917 as deserving of specia judgment. Although Mennonites have been
givento astrong sense of personal and general human sinfulness, those of the
era under discussion did not seem to account for their special sufferings by
perceiving them as God' sjudgment on asinful Mennonite history in Russia.

2. A second biblical option is represented by the suffering of Job,
beginning with his vehement protests against a God whom he could only
understand as the great Rewarder and Punisher, and ending — through the
intervention of God — with an image of God as both more mysterious and
more trustworthy than he had thought possible.

The outcry of Job in hisinnocence must have been repeated by many
Mennonite men and a number of women in Siberian concentration camps,
and by many a woman struggling to support her family without husband,
father, brothers, or sons. Explicit referencesto Job’s story, however, seem not
to have characterized Mennonite attitudes. Had this biblical book not been
studied much in religion classes? Had it been read — as throughout much of
church history — with an emphasis on the patience of Job? Or had Job’'s
sufferings been absorbed into theimage of the greater innocent sufferer, Jesus
Christ? 1 do not know.

3. A third biblical theme isthat of vicarious suffering, or suffering for
others. We find it in the sacrificial cult of Israel, in the “ Suffering Servant”
passages in Isaiah (particularly 52:13-53:12), and above al in the vicarious
suffering of Jesus Christ. Again, asfar as| cantell, Mennonitesin the Soviet
Union did not interpret their suffering as asharing in Christ’s redemptive
work. To besure, they tied their suffering very closely to that of Jesus Christ,
but in three rather different ways. First, “taking up Christ’'s cross’ meant
leading alife of confession and obedience eventothe point of incurring suffering,
just as Christ had suffered obediently. In thissensethey saw what was happening
to them as adirect result of their Christian faith and life. Second, they were
encouraged by the knowledge that God who in Jesus Christ had experienced
great suffering could fully empathize with them (Heb. 2:17-18; 4:14-16). Third,
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they were confident that God in Jesus Christ was with them even in their
darkest hours. Many psalms and words of Jesus confirmed thisfor them.

4. The point just mentioned, the presence of God with faithful sufferers,
must be distinguished from a notion enjoying considerable favor in theol ogy
today, namely that God suffers with, or even through, suffering humanity.
ElieWiesd, in his story Night, describes a concentration camp scene where
prisoners watch ayoung boy die on the gallows. To the question, “Whereis
God now?’ Wiesel has someone answer, “ Thereon thegallows.” While many
Mennonites in concentration camps felt the presence of God with them, |
doubt that any of them thought of God as suffering in or through them.

5. Sometimes in Proverbs, and repeatedly in the New Testament,
suffering is presented as a form of training or of meeting a test of one’'s
faithfulness (e.g., Prov. 3:11-12; 10:17; Rom. 8:18; 1 Pet. 1.6-7; cf. Heb. 12-
13). Thosefound faithful would inherit eternal life. | am under theimpression
that suffering was often bornein thislight inthosetimes. Theview of thislife
asmerely preparatory for eternity wasstrong. It was part of the Pietist heritage,
and it was confirmed by the experiencethat thisworld wasindeed a“valley of
the shadow of death.”

6. The Bible makes repeated reference to the sufferings of the faithful
remnant in the face of super-human powers standing in conflict with God.
Thetask of thisremnant isfaithful endurance. | am not aware of widespread,
explicitly millenarian or otherwise endtime-focused expectations among
Mennonitesinthe Stalinist era, but their attitude seemsto have resembled that
called for by the apocalyptic writings of the Bible (parts of Ezekiel, Daniel,
Revelation). The political-military forces at work had all the appearance of
super-human powers. In contrast even to the brief Selbstschiitz interlude in
the chaotic times of the Revolution, when some Mennonitestook up armsto
defend themselves and their families against anarchist terrorists, nooneinthe
Stalin eracontemplated resistance by any external means. Only prayer, faithful
endurance, and the hope that God would step in remained available.

7. We should also consider a frequent modern attitude to suffering,
even though not directly biblical, at least initsmodern liberationist version. |
refer to the notion that suffering is meaningful in so far asit is an agent for
socia-political change, whether it meets us in South American liberation
thinking, in the Filipino theology of struggle, or related positions. Asfar as|
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know, Mennonitesin the Soviet eradid not interpret their suffering asameans
pregnant with power to bring about changein the social-political order.

Questionswe need to address

Thosewho lived inthat time of terror madetheir decisionsand died or survived,
either with faithin God’'s—temporarily invisible—leading or inresignation to
what seemed i nevitabl e but meaningless. Wetoday ook back at that timewith
sufficient distanceto face attempting to make sense of it asapart of our story;
not just any sense, but theological sense. What are the areas we need to
address and the questions we need to ask? The areas suggested here are but a
start. | am surethey will lead to further explorations and questions.

1. REMEMBERING

Although | stressed the need to model our own story-telling on the biblical
dynamic of focusing on the future, acertain kind of recalling and preserving
theterrible past experiences of our peopleisnecessary. It formsthe basisfor
understanding even the darkest timesin our history astimesin which God has
not abandoned hiswill to save. But rememberingisavery selective activity. In
the act of remembering we sort out what isto be remembered and, conversely,
what ought to be forgotten.

The emphasis on God'’s salvific leading to God's future goal, rather
than on theinitial rule of the dark powers, has already been mentioned. The
davery of Israel in Egypt and God’sjudgment on Pharaoh and Egypt through
the plagues had to be told. Nevertheless, they are not highlighted, expanded,
or developedin Isragl’s confessions; they merely form the starting point for a
recital of God's saving acts. These acts constitute the focus and substance of
Israel’sremembering. Similarly, the story of Jesusdoesnot linger with Caiaphas
and Pilate, but moves forward to the Easter events and God's new work of
establishing the church and proclaiming the gospel. How do we appropriate
biblical patterns of remembering for preserving our own story?

The task of sorting out the content to be remembered is followed, or
perhaps accompanied by, the search for the proper forms of preserving it.
Gathering and preserving material must be done soon, before eye witnesses
die and letters and private papers are lost or destroyed. Story publishing and
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history writing are natural further steps. We already see an increase of such
publications.

2. MEMORIALIZING AND RITUALIZING

Memorials and rituals can also serve the process of remembering. | refer to
thework of visual artists, creative writersand poets, aswell asmusiciansand
worship planners. Who areour ‘ heroes’ and ‘ saints’ to be held up for admiration
and imitation?Whose biographiesdo we promote, not smply asfamily tradition
but as the stories of key figures for us as a people? For whom do we erect
monuments, like the one on the grounds of the Mennonite Heritage Museum
in Steinbach, Manitoba, dedicated on July 28, 1985, to the memory of victims
of the Communist Revolution, World Wer |, the Stalin Era, and World War 11?
What eventsarethe‘ stuff’ for novelslike Al Reimer's My Harp Is Turned to
Mourning (Hyperion Press, 1985), that vividly illustrates the Mennonite
experience of the Russian Revolution and its aftermath? What paintings can
capture our experience? What hymns might emerge from the times under
discussion?

| am not referring here to thewhole range of private artistic creativity;
that will emerge and assert itself, and soit should. It will be varied and personal
and, of course, uncontrolled. My concern iswith the art that istheologically
expressive of our faith, and that we as a people can and want to make our
own. Itistheart we placein our ingtitutions, such as schoolsand churches. It
includestheillustrationsin our Sunday School materialsand the hymnsin our
futurehymnals. It isthevideos, reader’ stheatres, dramasand films, for example,
that our church libraries and resource centres promote for educational and
other church events. To speak of it inthisway does not imply strait jacketing
or censoring individual artistic creativity but the selection of what appropriately
passes on the Christian-Mennonite story of the erain question.

Thissdlection must tekeitsdirection fromtheBible. It will, for example,
not glorify violence, cunning adaptation, or ingenious self-preservation. Instead,
it will focuson the Christian virtues, such assacrificial service. It will look to
the example of the biblical servants of God, and above all to Jesus and his
example, but also to the Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3-11) and the Fruit of the Spirit
(Gal. 5:22-23) for guidancein sel ecting what deservesto be held up to posterity.
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3. ANALOGIES OF HISTORY

The Mennonite eraof terror in the Soviet Union isonly one of many times of
severe suffering of Christians and others in history. We can gain better
perspectiveonitif welook at it inthelight of other such times—for example,
the persecution of early Christians by the Roman Empire or the sufferings of
early Anabaptistsasrecorded inthe Martyrs Mirror and el sewhere. We might
also ask how the descendants of those experiencing such times of terror handled
that legacy. How have martyrs been remembered in the church?We might go
beyond the church and attempt to learn, positively or negatively, how the
descendants of hon-Christian groups handled their past. A particularly relevant
exampleisthe Jewish responseto the Hol ocaust.

4., JUDGMENT AND REPENTANCE

Some, but limited, attention should be given to the unavoidable question “Why
suffering?’ We should | et the Bible guide us, however, in preserving the mystery
of suffering, rather than seeking explanations and solutions that can only
camouflageit.

In the Bible, suffering is by no means always understood as judgment
from God. Israel in Egypt was not suffering for itssins, neither wasthe early
Christian church depicted in 1 Peter or in Revelation. Many of the sufferings
that befell the Old Testament people, however, are declared by the prophets
and other biblical writers as God's judgment on the peopl€'s unfaithfulness.
The most prominent events so characterized are the destruction of Samaria,
followed by the Assyrian exile of the Northern Kingdom (Isragl), and the
destruction of Jerusalem, followed by the Babylonian exile of the Southern
Kingdom (Judah).

To what extent should Mennonite suffering in the Soviet Union be
assessed as God's judgment on our history of unfaithfulness? Thisisavery
sensitive question. It should certainly not result in blaming the victim for the
crime. We must at all cost avoid — or, where it has rashly been done in the
past, negate — the temptation to sit in judgment, from a North American
perspective, on our ancestorsin Russia. In the Bible we find repeatedly how
later generations identified themselves with their history in the corporate
confession, “Wehavesinned. .. .” Only aswe Mennonitesin North America
stand in solidarity with those in Russia can we perhaps declare some of our
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joint history, not their history, asahistory of covenant breaking and judgment
that callsfor repentance and re-commitment.

5. FORGIVING OUR ENEMIES

Thereisno question that great wrong has been done to the Mennonite people
in the Soviet Union. How do we deal with that? Both the Bible and historic
Mennonite convictions reject, first of all, any literal attempt at revenge, and
second, any harboring of historical grudges against Russians or Ukrainians,
such asthose that have vitiated rel ationshi ps between peoplesin many areas
of the world for centuries. We must fight all anti-Russian or anti-Ukrainian
biases among us, even while we condemn unhesitatingly the atheist Marxist/
Salinist ideology and power system that perpetrated theterror.

More difficult is the question whether and in what sense we have the
right to forgive thosewho committed crimes and atrocities against our ancestors.
Can anyone forgive what has been done to someone else? But if we identify
with our ancestorsin asolidarity of judgment and repentance, as | advocated
above, wemight also—at |east in that corporate sense— exercise forgiveness.
Requests for forgiveness have been expressed and granted between the
descendants of various groupswhose ancestors, sometimes centuries removed,
had respectively incurred guilt and suffered injustice. What expression might
such forgiveness best take?

6. COPING WITH THE EMOTIONAL LOAD

The very existence of the time of terror in our history, and therefore in our
minds, constitutes a heavy emotional burden. There were times in my life,
and surely also in the lives of others, where | deliberately protected myself
from the stories and memories of the earlier time of terror, such as the
Communist Revolution of 1917, or the time of anarchy and of marauding
bands, likethat of theinfamousterrorist Nestor Machno. Having heard volumes
of oral tradition on these subjects, including the story of my grandfather’s
murder, | simply avoided listening to such storieswhenever | could or reading
any accounts of them. Thiswas not simply repression; it represented to some
extent the healthy sdlf-protection of ayoung person against emotiond overload.
It was Reimer’s novel My Harp Is Turned to Mourning that madeit possible
for me eventually to look at that part of our history with the help of artistic
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distance and ordering. | could not escape the terror of the Stalin erain the
sameway, sinceit was part of my personal experience. Many of my generation
havethrownthemselveswith all their energy into the new possibilities offered
by Canada, to rebuild life economically and professionally. Yet the burden
cannot beliftedin thisway alone.

All the descendants of the Mennoniteswho lived through the Stalin era
carry this emotional burden. It weighs on us like the Holocaust weighs on
Jews. How do we deal with it constructively? We eschew the satisfaction of
revenge. We recognize the unhealthy character of silent repression. Yet, how
do we deal with our pain, our horror, our sympathy with the victims, and our
fear of similar timesin thefuture? The program of Logotherapy, devel oped by
the Jewish psychiatrist Victor Frankl on the basis of his concentration camp
experience, isaprominent example of one approach to coping with suffering,
an approach that triesto deal with suffering by finding meaning. Itismentioned
here merely as one avenue — abeit a significant one — of approaching the
psychological task under discussion.

A particular dimension of thistask isthe question: How do we hand on
the knowledge of this part of our history to our children in such a way that
they can own it as part of their corporate Mennonite story without being
unduly burdened by it?

7. OUR SUFFERING-BASED MISSION

Inherent in any significant experienceisacall to new attitudes and actions. To
understand our time of Soviet terror theol ogically cannot but |ead to questions
regarding the possibilities and responsibilitiesthis places on usnow and in the
future. What have we learned? How have we been reshaped? How have we
learned to understand God's ways better? How can our suffering help us to
relate to and help others suffering today? In sum, what impact should thistime
of terror have on our life and our mission as a people?
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Tears (Kitchener, ON: Pandora Press, 1997).



Suffering Servants: Pastoral Leaders
inthe Stalinist State

Henry Paetkau

William May, in abook entitled The Patient’s Ordeal, offersthe provocative
suggestion that suffering “ resembl esamystery morethan apuzzle; it demands
aresponsethat resemblesaritual morethan atechnique.”! The experience of
suffering, in other words, is not so much something that we can solve or do
something about as something that welivein responseto and through. While
May’s observations are based on medical experience, | suspect they apply
more broadly and can help us understand the experience of Mennonitesin the
Soviet Union. The stories of three ministerswho lived through imprisonment
or exile, or both, under Stalinin the 1930swill servetoillustrate this point.

Aron Toews was born in Fuerstenau in the Molotschna Colony in southern
Ukrainein 1887. After completing high school, he became ateacher. 1n 1922
the family moved to the Chortitza colony, and two years later Toews was
elected minister of the Chortitza-Rosental church, acongregation of over 3,300
members. The Scripture he chose for his ordination wasfrom Rev. 2:10, “Be
thou faithful unto death and | will givetheethe crown of life.”2 In November
1934 hewas arrested and imprisoned in Dnepropetrovsk, and some ninemonths
later he was sent into exile in Siberia. From there Toews wrote many letters
and avariety of sermonsto hisfamily and friends. The diary he painstakingly
kept aso reached his family shortly before his disappearance in 1938. That
diary and correspondence, first published some forty years later, gives us
insight into thelifeand faith of areligiousleader in exile.

Henry Paetkau was pastor of Grace Mennonite Church, S. Catharines, Ontario
for 15 years. He recently assumed the role of Conference Minister for Mennonite
Church Canada, Winnipeg, Manitoba.
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Heinrich Winter was born in Neuenburg, Chortitza in 1896. He also
became ateacher and was called to the ministry by the Chortitza congregation
in 1923. In 1935 he was arrested and sentenced to five years in exile in
Kazakhstan. He survived that experience and returned home to become the
last Aeltester (Elder or Bishop) of Chortitza. In 1943 he and his family fled
the Soviet Union together with the retreating German army. Five yearslater
they, together with several hundred other Mennonite refugees from Russia,
were permitted to emigrate to Canada. The family settled in Leamington,
Ontario, where both Heinrich and his son Henry served the church. The
younger Winter has recounted his father’s experience as “a shepherd of the
oppressed.”®

Hans Rempel saw hisminister father arrested and exiled in 1935. His
death wasreported to thefamily ten yearslater. Rempel himself was detained
in 1937 and released after two years of imprisonment. His memory of that
experience, put to paper many yearslater, offersaglimpseinto the harassment
of believers by the authorities.* The persecution of the church by Soviet
authoritiesunder the Stalinist regimeisgeneraly well known. In an attempt to
eradicatereligion, church buildingswere heavily taxed or simply confiscated.
A special tax was imposed on ministers, who were al so disenfranchised and
prohibited from working for the state. Preaching the gospel warranted arrest,
detention, and often exile.

Hans Rempel reportsthat hisfather was arrested and detained for three
weeks in April 1934 on suspicion of preaching. He was released with the
warning that should he preach again, hewould be detained permanently inone
year’stime. Upon his return home he asked his children whether they would
understand if he continued to preach the gospel, should he be called upon to
do so. Exactly one year later, on the day after Easter (traditionally a church
holiday), theelder Rempel traveled to a preaching assignment, only to discover
that the secret policewerein the audience. Nonetheless, he carried on. Following
the service, ayoung couple approached him and asked to be married. They
had come from another village after hearing that a minister would be present
that evening. Only too willing to oblige, Rempel married them on the spot!
The government agents then followed him home, where he was arrested in
the presence of hisfamily.®

Aron Toews officiated at the funeral of an eighteen-month-old childin
1934, fully cognizant of the consequences should the authorities become aware
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of his activity. “It doesn’'t matter to me whether | have to go today or in a
week,” he told the grieving but grateful mother. “I must go regardless.”®
Three monthslater he too was arrested.

Hans Rempel recalls the night he was arrested in 1937. The NKVD
(Soviet secret police) arrived, typically, at 3 am. and searched the house.
Then they told him what he should pack to take along. “ That bundle we had
prepared long ago,” Rempel reports. “1 took my leave of Mama, and then |
knelt at the bedside of our [three-month-old] child . . . . Then we went out
intothenight. . .. Behind 