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THREE TOPICS IN 59 WORDS OR LESS  

1. Nazis and Mennonites were attracted to each other both before and after the German 

invasion of the USSR in 1941. After the Third Reich’s demise, it took multiple ruses to 

sufficiently convince the Western powers of Mennonite innocence. These are a few of the 

claims made by the historian Ben Goossen at Pennsylvania’s Mennonite World Conference in 

July 2015.  

2. The dismissed Orthodox publicist Sergey Chapnin warns of a new “Orthodoxy without 

Christ”: a hybrid Russian civil religion combining the glories of Russian-Orthodox with Soviet 

history. Yet that which survives the upcoming age of Russian austerity and increased ideology 

will be a “quiet and prayerful” faith.  

3. Russia’s Baptist Union has received state funding to hold events during 2016 commemorating 

the 140th anniversary of the publishing of Russia’s first Bible in the vernacular: the Russian 

Synodal Bible. A major intention is to strengthen the unity of Russia’s Christian denominations.  

More Aryan than Most Germans – the Mennonites Question Themselves 

 ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Report on a lecture in 2015  

S m o l e n s k – Nazis liked Mennonites. That’s the jolting message delivered by Ben Goossen, a 

doctoral student at Harvard University, in a lecture at the Mennonite World Conference in 

Harrisburg/Pennsylvania last July 22. He backed up his thesis with a large photo of the infamous 

Nazi Heinrich Himmler visiting the Mennonite Molotschka colony (today Molochansk) southeast 

of Zaporozhye/Ukraine in 1942.  

Mennonites outside of Germany were celebrated for years as the “purest” and most convincing 

examples of German ethnicity (“deutsches Volkstum”). Goossen referred to SS documents 

citing Mennonites as an “outstanding example of avoiding kinship with their surroundings”. The 

Nazi movement was “impressed by Mennonites’ ability to prosper in pockets around the world 

while retaining a German language and identity. . . . For 400 years they had essentially created a 

racially pure community with pure blood lines.” According to Nazi racial biologists, “the 

Mennonites were more Aryan than the average German.” Seeking for ideal Aryan specimens, 

German biologists had as early as 1933 “examined Mennonites in multiple countries”.  
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According to Goossen, the Mennonite practice of genealogy was and is in line with Nazi 

ideology. Mennonites also in North America have long reveled in the “Mennonite game”, which 

qualifies some persons and surnames as “more Mennonite” than others. This practice of 

researching one’s ancestral and biological connections, made possible by long-time cultural 

exclusiveness, divides humankind into “better” and “poorer” stock. Goossen again: “It’s 

important to understand that playing ‘The Mennonite Game’ - and celebrating traditionally 

Germanic ethnic relationships - means having something in common with Nazi race scientists.”  

The great flip-flop of 1945  

After the German invasion of the USSR in 1941, Mennonites went to considerable length to 

prove their Germanness. They later trekked westward along with the retreating German 

armies. Goossen points out that in places such as occupied Poland, Mennonites “passed 

through intense racial testing before receiving special rights as ethnic resettlers, accessing 

homes and farms taken from Poles or murdered Jews.” That was mostly in 1944.  

Only months later, after the demise of the German Reich, Mennonites were suddenly bent on 

proving the exact opposite – that they were actually antifascists. Or as Goossen put it: “After 

claiming all those benefits based on German ethnicity, someone had to prove that Mennonite 

refugees (in Germany) were not Germans. United Nations guidelines excluded Germans from 

refugee programs because they were considered to be the war’s instigators.”  

The renowned Canadian Mennonite relief leader Peter Dyck (1914-2010) rose to the occasion 

by inventing a new ethnicity: “Mennonite”. According to his organization, “Mennonite Central 

Committee” (MCC), the refugees from Ukraine “were not Germans at all, but Mennonites”. It 

was claimed in the lecture that “MCC made multiple official reports claiming the refugees were 

pacifists who didn’t aid the military or the National Socialist Party.” “This was false,” Goossen 

added. “Virtually all Mennonite males fought in Nazi regiments, whether they volunteered or 

were forced.”  

The author heard Peter Dyck himself say in 1989 that Mennonite men with a tattooed number 

on their arms were refused entrance to Canada after 1945. That number indicated service for 

the German SS. The destination which remained for such men was Paraguay.  

Commentary  

If this description is accurate, then it calls forth a bevy of questions. Was the sudden flip-flop of 

1945 simply rank, industrial-strength opportunism, nothing more than an attempt to avoid 

reaping the consequences of what one had just sown? It was in any case the unfortunate 
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minority of Mennonite refugees in West German camps, forcibly repatriated back to the Soviet 

Union in 1945-48, which vicariously got to reap the bitter fruits for all. Most of these were 

women and children.  

Attempting to save one’s own skin is an understandable human reaction. But would not 

repentance have offered a chance to re-win the hearts of Russians and Ukrainians? Practice 

leaves the impression though that the Christian teaching of repentance is an unusable category 

for political offenders. I would maintain that repentance and serious reflection did not occur in 

Western Germany prior to the student revolts of 1968. It is apparently only the offspring of 

perpetrators who – thanks in part to the benefit of hindsight – prove capable of honest 

repentance.  

One can of course claim Ukraine’s Mennonites – as well as the more numerous ethnic-German 

Lutherans and Catholics - rushed into the arms of the German “liberators” in 1941 only because 

of the ghastly treatment they had received at the hands of Stalin’s henchmen during the 1930s. 

But already in 1920, Pan-Slavists, Bolshevists and the anarchists of southeastern Ukraine had 

major problems tolerating the presence of closed-and-wealthy, ethnic-German communities. 

Who was most guilty? It’s a chicken-and-egg story. One can follow the guilt at least as far back 

as Catherine the Great, who invited the closed, ethnic community of Mennonites to Russia in 

1789.  

Postscript – As part of the “de-Sovietization” of Ukraine, plans are afoot to give some streets in 

Zaporozhye region Mennonite names. These include a “Tissen”, “Gerhard Rempel” and 

“Andreas Wallmann” street.  

Yet the issue of fascism is only a small element within the entire picture. The “modern”, 

highlyeducated Mennonite congregations of North America have today become essentially one 

section more of society’s liberal, inclusive mainstream. Some observers claim they are losing 

their young people in droves. It’s the conservative, ethnic minority which is clearly still holding 

its own. The old-time, 1920-founded “Mennonite Central Committee”, which is no longer active 

in Russia, is now smaller than the conservative, 1981-founded, Berlin/Ohio-based “Christian Aid 

Ministries”. Quo vadis?  

The primary source for this article is Tim Huber in “Mennonite World Review”, 24 July 2015. A 

subsequent conference took place in Münster/Germany, 25-28 September. The papers from 

that conference will be published by Germany’s “Mennonite Historical Society” during 2016.  
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A note regarding my own affairs: On 15 January, I was for the second time refused entry to the 

Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR). This time it occurred via email – last time in September I had 

travelled up to the Russian-Ukrainian border.  

No Orthodoxy without Christ 

 -------------------------------------------------  

A dismissed Orthodox editor warns of future dangers  

S m o l e n s k -- Both the Russian state and church are caught in a state of transition. That’s the 

position of the Russian Orthodox publicist Sergey Chapnin. He was fired in December along with 

the outspoken Archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin, perhaps the best-known Russian Orthodox 

personality after the Patriarch himself. (See our report from 28 Dec.) Thanks to falling oil prices 

and a drop in Western funding, Russian Orthodoxy is facing an era of soul-searching and 

austerity.  

Chapnin believes the dismissal of Vsevolod Chaplin, a conservative nationalist, cannot be 

interpreted as a move to the left by Patriarch Kirill. Chapnin, the fired chief editor of the 

“Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate”, hails from the opposite, liberal wing. According to him, 

the Patriarch’s intent is to streamline the church and present the appearance of a united front. 

The entire church “is now expected to speak with a single voice, a palette of views is no longer 

desired”.  

In an interview with the “Portal-Credo”-website on 5 January, Sergey Chapnin (both he and 

Chaplin were born in 1968) described the future as full of uncertainties. Until Russian-Ukrainian 

relations took a massive turn to the worse in early 2014, the average Orthodox churchgoer in 

Ukraine did not much care whether the parish belonged to the Moscow Patriarchate or the 

renegade, internationally unrecognized Kiev Patriarchate. All that has changed - whether “ours” 

or “theirs” now matters. He points out that Onufry, Metropolitan of the “Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church – Moscow Patriarchate” quietly decreed on 28 December that his priests no longer 

need to mention Patriarch Kirill as part of the Sunday liturgy. Since perhaps no more than 20% 

of the Ukrainian populace is still loyal to the UOC-MP, Chapnin speaks of a looming “geopolitical 

catastrophe” for his church. The Moscow Patriarchate has at least until recently been Ukraine’s 

largest Christian denomination. Chapnin believes a pragmatic union between it and the Kiev 

Patriarchy without the hyphenated extension can no longer be excluded. In this interview, the 

Moscow publicist warns that religion dare not be mixed with ethnicity, for a church 
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understanding itself as “Russian” can reckon with future crises in places such as Belarus and 

Kazakhstan.  

Chapnin believes Moscow Patriarchate headquarters are badly overstaffed and that the growth 

of church structures has been too rapid to be healthy – shrinkage will be unavoidable. In the 

opinion of the author, the same is true for evangelical quarters. Foreign-funding has permitted 

programs and staffing to expand beyond the means of the country’s denominations. 

Theological education has never been high on the list for the Russian-evangelical layperson, and 

its future is now clearly endangered.  

At the end of the interview, Sergey Chapnin makes the interesting claim that Russia is following 

the US-model by creating a civil religion. He calls the Russian version “hybrid religiosity” for its 

annals of glory include both Russian and Soviet greats. Though the “US-God” is not a strictly 

Christian one, it nevertheless maintains a metaphysical absolute. The Russian version though is 

a strictly pragmatic religion, he claims. Both versions “have a strong messianic component, but 

the fundamental difference is that the post-Soviet form has no God.” He labels the present 

hybrid version “an Orthodoxy without Christ”. Chapnin consequently places his trust in a simple 

faith free of “family values” and similar anti-Western ideologies. “Those who lived quietly and 

prayerfully will prevail.”  

Appealing for Church Unity in Russia  

Baptists and others are commemorating the 140th anniversary of the Russian Synodal Bible  

S m o l e n s k -- Rev. Vitaly Vlasenko, Director of External Relations for the Moscow-based 

“Russian Union of Evangelical Christians-Baptists”, intends for his church to make a loud appeal 

for Christian unity this year. In September of last year, the Russian government provided the 

Baptist Union with the funding necessary to hold festivities commemorating the 140th 

anniversary of the publication of the Russian Synodal Bible. Only since 1876 have 

Russianspeakers been able to read the complete Holy Scriptures in the vernacular. Used by 

Orthodox and all other Christians, its appearance helped foster a spiritual revival and the 

eventual founding of numerous evangelical denominations.  

A commemoration involving all of Russia’s larger denominations is scheduled for 17 March in 

Moscow’s Lutheran “Peter-and-Paul Cathedral”. That is to be followed by two days of seminars 

at the Baptist “Moscow Theological Seminary”. A prior, smaller reception in Moscow is planned 

for 19 February. Billboards and Bible readings on the street are intended to encourage people 

to read the Word. An event on Red Square is planned for 4 June. Vlasenko assured: “We want 
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to state clearly that all Russian churches take the Bible seriously and that we intend to strive 

jointly for the betterment of our society and people.”  

Inflation and devaluation of the Russian currency is forcing the commemoration to stay within 

strict financial boundaries.  

William Yoder, Ph.D.  

Smolensk, 30 January 2016  

A journalistic release for which the author is solely responsible. It is informational in character 
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