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Abstract

This article analyses the last sixty-five years of the Nationwide Fellowship Churches and the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Churches in northern British Columbia and Alberta from the standpoint of their affinity to and differences from other Mennonite congregations. The EPMC and NFC were drawn to Mennonites living in the area because these people understood the historic background of separation from the world and radical discipleship. At the same time, these two conservative churches made it clear that straight coats for men, and dresses and head coverings for women, along with the priority of private schools, represented visual signs on their apartness from the world. These congregations represent a viable alternative to the Christian Mennonite, Evangelical Mennonite, General and Mennonite Brethren Conferences, as well as the conservative Sommerfeld and Old Colony Churches.

Introduction

Two quotations from a history of Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite churches in the Burns Lake and Fort Saint John areas, written by Timothy Burkholder,[footnoteRef:1] speak to the synergetic effects that conservative Mennonite churches had on each other as they established themselves in the remote northern regions of British Columbia and Alberta. [1:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest (Lititz, PA: Silver Line, 2005).] 


The first quotation comes in response to missionary efforts in Vanderhoof on the part of the Pacific Mennonite Conference in Oregon in the 1960s.[footnoteRef:2] A congregation was established with the name of Northside Mennonite Church. Timothy Burkholder as a member of the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church comments as follows:[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Because there is no Pacific Mennonite Conference of Oregon listed in GAMEO, it is hard to know whether these missionary efforts were done on behalf of the (Swiss) Mennonite Church or the General Conference Mennonite Church. The Northside Church website simply says that the congregation emerged from Mennonites arriving from Oregon and Sommerfeld Mennonites living in the Vanderhoof area. The church is not affiliated with any conference. Epp, Marlene. "Northside Mennonite Church (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. July 1986. Web. 30 Apr 2025. 
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Northside_Mennonite_Church_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=115067.]  [3:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 114.] 


This church basically followed the same pattern of departure from the historic faith as did most other Mennonites across the continent at this time. In some of our early contacts, one of the questions we were often asked was, “Are you going to change like the others at Northside? They used to be like you 15 years ago.” That was a sobering challenge.

The second quotation comes in response to missionary efforts on the part of the Christian (Chortitzer) Mennonite Conference among the Old Colony Mennonites in Prespatou in the early 1970s. A Prespatou Mennonite Church with CMC affiliation was established there in 1974.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  The Chortitzer Mennonite Conference changed its name to the Christian Mennonite Conference in 2015,  Hamm, H. H. and Cornelius J. Martens. "Christian Mennonite Conference." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. May 2015. Web. 30 Apr 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Christian_Mennonite_Conference&oldid=177426. For more information about the Prespatou Mennonite Church affiliated with CMC, see Steiner, Samuel J. and Richard D. Thiessen. "Prespatou Mennonite Church (Prespatou, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. May 2023. Web. 30 Apr 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Prespatou_Mennonite_Church_(Prespatou,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=175458.] 


Timothy Burkholder comments as follows:[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 138.] 


A short time prior to our visit, the Old Colony community at Prespatou was under stress because a man had come into the community from a liberal Russian Mennonite group in Manitoba and had succeeded in gaining a following. They had started another church whose surface attraction was freedom from rules and a salvation-by-grace doctrine. Naturally, this was a sensitive subject. As our group left one Old Colony man’s place he said, “I want you to know. I am not interested in another church.” He was wise not to want what he saw there.

The hypothesis of this paper is that there are two advantages for conservative Mennonite churches to be situated near other Mennonite congregations. The first advantage has to do with new missionary efforts being able to build on historic Mennonite migrations to the region. Oregon Mennonites were able to attract Sommerfeld Mennonites living in the Vanderhoof area. The Christian Mennonite Conference was able to attract Old Colony Mennonites dissatisfied with their church. The fact that the newer groups were Mennonite made it easier for the Mennonites living in these locations to make the transition to the new group. This factor will become even more evident as we look at the incorporation of Russian Mennonites into the historic Old Swiss Mennonite congregations affiliated with the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church.

The second advantage has to do with the fact that the various Mennonite groups living beside each other were motivated to establish clear boundary lines between themselves and the other groups. The Old Colony church in Prespatou could only survive if it were able to show its members how it was following the historic faith of its Christian Anabaptist Mennonite forbears. The Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite church could take root in Vanderhoof only if it were able to show prospective members how a conservative option[footnoteRef:6] was truer to historic Anabaptism than the other available (Mennonite) alternatives. [6:  Elmer Yoder in his article on conservative Swiss Mennonites and John Friesen in his article on conservative Russian Mennonites acknowledge that these groups are “elusive to identify,”  Yoder, Elmer S. "Conservative Mennonites (Swiss-High German, Pennsylvania)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1989. Web. 30 Apr 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Conservative_Mennonites_(Swiss-High_German,_Pennsylvania)&oldid=175226. Friesen, John J. "Conservative Mennonites (Dutch-Prussian-Russian)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1989. Web. 30 Apr 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Conservative_Mennonites_(Dutch-Prussian-Russian)&oldid=141076. 
This article is taking its point of reference from the Nationwide Fellowship Churches that separated from the Pennsylvania Lancaster (Swiss Mennonite) Conference in 1959, Strubhar, Ernest. "Nationwide fellowship churches." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2010. Web. 30 Apr 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Nationwide_fellowship_churches&oldid=163141, Bender, Harold S. and Beulah Stauffer Hostetler. "Mennonite Church (MC)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. January 2013. Web. 30 Apr 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Mennonite_Church_(MC)&oldid=178490. 
The Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church, a sister conference to the Fellowship Churches, emerged in 1968 when it also separated for similar reasons from the Lancaster Conference, Neuenschwander, Jesse. "Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. September 2010. Web. 30 Apr 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Eastern_Pennsylvania_Mennonite_Church&oldid=177175. Cf. Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 192-197. Specific reasons for the separation are detailed below, ] 


Nationwide Fellowships and the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church

A brief history of the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church and the Nationwide Fellowships will help us understand the differences of these conservative churches from the more liberal options available. Harold Bender and Beulah Stauffer Hostettler summarize it best in their article on the (Swiss) Mennonite Church:[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Bender, Harold S. and Beulah Stauffer Hostetler. "Mennonite Church (MC)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. January 2013. Web. 30 Apr 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Mennonite_Church_(MC)&oldid=178490.] 


At the Mennonite Church (MC) general conference sessions (the forerunner of the Mennonite General Assembly) held in Lansdale (Pennsylvania) in 1961, communion was served for the first time at such a gathering. The event signaled the waning of the practice of close communion, which allowed only members in full fellowship to participate in congregationally-based communion services. It also heralded the relaxation of discipline, which had been closely tied to the preparatory meeting which preceded close communion. Dress restrictions were eased, making the plain coat no longer mandatory for ministers and church workers and easing the recommended wearing of bonnets by women members. The use of musical instruments in worship became widespread, although many congregations retained unaccompanied singing. Cut hair and the wearing of slacks by women members became commonplace, as did the wearing of jewelry. Participation in competitive sports became a structured part of school programs, and theater (dramatic arts) and motion picture attendance became acceptable. Following careful study processes the prayer veil for women became optional in many conferences. Divorce and remarriage was also studied on a conference and congregational level and restrictions were eased.

The two conferences mentioned above can be seen as a conservative reaction to this more liberal trend in the Mennonite Church:[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Neuenschwander, Jesse. "Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. September 2010. Web. 30 Apr 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Eastern_Pennsylvania_Mennonite_Church&oldid=177175. ] 

The Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church has a written statement of standards known as the Rules and Discipline, which is reviewed every three or four years and then ratified again by the congregations. The purpose for seeking release from the Lancaster Mennonite Conference was to develop a church program that would help preserve biblical practice and the historic Mennonite values. The Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church does not accept divorce and remarriage. Women wear head coverings and have uncut hair. Men, as a rule, do not enter the professions. They wear plain clothing (dress), and their life is built around the church, schools, and religious activities. They do not engage in worldly amusements, nor do they follow organized sports. The use of radio and television is not allowed. Their lifestyle reflects the old Mennonite traditions.
Regular worship services include Sunday school and preaching every Sunday morning, Sunday evening services, and midweek prayer meetings. The singing is in four-part harmony without accompaniment, with some emphasis on singing instruction and special song services. No special group singing is allowed in worship services. Ministers are unsalaried and chosen from the congregation by nomination and the use of the lot.
Life insurance is not permitted and generally members do not use auto, health, fire, or other insurances, but rather employ a unique method of brotherhood assistance (mutual aid) that is directed by the deacons of the congregations.
Children of members do not attend public schools. Private schools are provided by the group so that all the member families have access to them. Techers are not college-trained. Many of the students continue in school through 10th grade.
A quotation from the Nationwide Fellowships is similar:[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Strubhar, Ernest. "Nationwide Fellowship Churches." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2010. Web. 30 Apr 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Nationwide_Fellowship_Churches&oldid=163141] 

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.

Missionary Efforts in British Columbia

This last statement on the importance of evangelism brings us to the missionary efforts of the EPMC and the Fellowship Churches in the West. Timothy Burkholder takes note of the fact that these churches believed in “evangelism by colonization.”[footnoteRef:10] A group of church members decided collectively to settle in an area in which they could establish a church. This differed from the larger Conference approach of using “educated, career missionaries who relied on their support from the sponsoring body.”[footnoteRef:11] Fellowship church members who were selected to go, along with other families who wanted to come along, were prepared to make their new destination home. [10:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 11.]  [11:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening (Watrous Publications, 2023), 23.] 


At the same time as the Nationwide Fellowship churches in 1959 were separating from the Lancaster Conference, a group of people from this church, including Mervin Baer, investigated the possibilities of settling in the Mount Robson Valley west of Jasper, Alberta. They found the village of McBride in British Columbia to be an ideal place to establish farms along with a church. At a Conservative Mennonite Fellowship Meeting in June of 1959 in Millbank, Ontario, Valentine Nafziger was assigned to be bishop of this new venture and Verton Troyer was ordained to oversee the work.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 14.] 


By 1962, there were at least ten families living in the Crescent Spur/McBride area, situated alongside the Canadian National Railroad that extended all the way from Jasper to Prince George. By the summer of that year, Mervin Baer[footnoteRef:13] had been ordained bishop of the McBride congregation. A church building in 1963 soon followed.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Steiner, Samuel J. "Baer, Mervin Joseph (1915-2009)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. March 2019. Web. 1 May 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Baer,_Mervin_Joseph_(1915-2009)&oldid=176710.]  [14:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 65-86.] 


In the next twenty-five years, four churches affiliated with EPMC were established in the northern British Columbia area. The Danskin Church, located thirty kilometers south of Burns Lake, became a reality in the early 1970s.[footnoteRef:15] The Decker Lake congregation, situated four kilometers west of Burns Lake, was established in 1974.[footnoteRef:16] Four years later, missionary efforts in Vanderhoof, a town located on the number 16 highway one hundred kilometers east of Burns Lake, resulted in a new EPMC congregation.[footnoteRef:17] Finally, after more than twenty years of exploratory work in the Fort Saint John area, seven hundred kilometers to the northeast, a congregation was established in Montney, thirty kilometers north of Fort Saint John.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 87-112.]  [16:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 113-128.]  [17:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 137-152.]  [18:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 14.] 


Mennonite Churches in the Burns Lake, Vanderhoof, and Montney Areas

In each of these cases, EPMC missionaries encountered Mennonites who had moved to the area. Sommerfelder Mennonites settled in the Burns Lake area in the 1940s and had a church there until it closed in the 1970s.[footnoteRef:19] Old Colony Mennonites settled in the Cheslatta area, sixty kilometers south of Burns Lake, at the same time.[footnoteRef:20] The Evangelical Mennonite Conference from Manitoba and the (General) Conference of Mennonites in British Columbia were also active. Henry Toews, as part of the EMC church, established a congregation called the Island Gospel Fellowship with twenty-two members in Burns Lake in 1959.[footnoteRef:21] N. N. Friesen,[footnoteRef:22] sent from the General Conference of BC in 1953, formed a church of thirty-three members in 1959. It came to be known as the First Mennonite Church.[footnoteRef:23] [19:  Epp, Marlene. "Sommerfelder Mennonite Church (Burns Lake, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. December 1986. Web. 1 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Sommerfelder_Mennonite_Church_(Burns_Lake,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=115055. ]  [20:  Epp, Marlene and Richard D. Thiessen. "Old Colony Mennonite Church (Cheslatta, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2012. Web. 1 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Old_Colony_Mennonite_Church_(Cheslatta,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=128095. ]  [21:  Epp, Marlene and Terry Smith. "Island Gospel Fellowship (Burns Lake, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2013. Web. 1 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Island_Gospel_Fellowship_(Burns_Lake,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=161106. ]  [22:  Friesen, Jane. "Friesen, Nickolai N. (1901-1995)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2004. Web. 1 May 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Friesen,_Nickolai_N._(1901-1995)&oldid=143356.]  [23:  Pauls, Helen Rose and Richard D. Thiessen. "First Mennonite Church (Burns Lake, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. December 2023. Web. 1 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=First_Mennonite_Church_(Burns_Lake,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=177911. ] 


The existence of three Sommerfelder cemeteries in the Vanderhoff area is all that remains of the Sommerfelder Church presence there. The three cemeteries are known as the Mapes Cemetery, the Braeside Mennonite Cemetery, and the Sinkut Falls Cemetery.[footnoteRef:24] A variety of Mennonites including Sommerfelders settled in the area in the 1930s.[footnoteRef:25] The Vanderhoof Mennonite Church,[footnoteRef:26] an EPM church established in 1979, received permission from the Sommerfelders to bury their members in the Mapes Cemetery.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Cemeteries in Vanderhoof, Cemeteries in Vanderhoof, British Columbia - Find a Grave]  [25:  Bender, Harold S., Adolf Ens and Jake Peters. "Sommerfeld Mennonites." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1990. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Sommerfeld_Mennonites&oldid=174892.]  [26:  Epp, Marlene. "Vanderhoof Mennonite Church (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. November 2015. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Vanderhoof_Mennonite_Church_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=132758.]  [27:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 123.] 


The Mennonite Brethren Conference established a church in Vanderhoof in the early 1950s. It became known as the Vanderhoof Gospel Chapel and affiliated itself with the Associated Gospel Church in the 1960s. It has a membership of about 200 people.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Epp, Marlene. "Vanderhoof Mennonite Brethren Church (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. July 2016. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Vanderhoof_Mennonite_Brethren_Church_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=142101.] 


Another church that emerged during the 1950s was the result of the missionary work of the Pacific Mennonite Conference of Oregon. Known as North Side Mennonite Church, it is currently an unaffiliated church with about 200 members.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 114, Epp, Marlene. "Northside Mennonite Church (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. July 1986. Web. 2 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Northside_Mennonite_Church_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=115067.] 


According to various sources, a revival occurred among the Sommerfelder Mennonites in 1958. A conservative group broke off from the Sommerfeld Church in Manitoba because the new Bishop, John A. Friesen, was considered too liberal. He started missions committees and Sunday School programs along with a transition in services from High German to Low German (1970s) and eventually to English (1980s).[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Peter Bergen, History of the Sommerfeld Mennonite Church (Altona: D. W. Friesens, 2000), 130-131, 217.] 


The Cornerstone Fellowship Church in Swift Current, Saskatchewan,[footnoteRef:31] was established in 1958 as a result of a revival among Sommerfelders. The church became affiliated with the Evangelical Mennonite Conference, a conference that also established a church in Burns Lake in 1959 (see above). [31:  Dyck, Tim and Terry Smith. "Cornerstone Fellowship Church (Swift Current, Saskatchewan, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. June 2017. Web. 2 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Cornerstone_Fellowship_Church_(Swift_Current,_Saskatchewan,_Canada)&oldid=162302.] 


This revival extended to the Vanderhoof area. Various Bible studies and evangelistic services were held with a general attendance of fifty people. Although no church emerged from these meetings in the 1950s, a group of Mennonites in 1968 asked the Evangelical Mennonite Conference to help them get established. The Vanderhoof Christian Fellowship was organized in 1970. The current membership consists of eighty-eight people.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Giesbrecht, Sierra and Terry Smith. "Vanderhoof Christian Fellowship (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. August 2017. Web. 2 May 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Vanderhoof_Christian_Fellowship_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=156153.] 


Three more Mennonite congregations emerged in the next twenty years (1975 – 1995). As mentioned above, the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church extended its missionary efforts from Burns Lake to Vanderhoof in 1979. The Vanderhoof Mennonite Church was established as a result of these endeavours.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Epp, Marlene. "Vanderhoof Mennonite Church (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. November 2015. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Vanderhoof_Mennonite_Church_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=132758.] 


In 1983, a group of people asked the Mennonite Brethren Conference of BC to help them start a new church in Vanderhoof. The Nechako Community Church emerged from this initiative. It currently has a membership of about 100 people.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Klager, Andrew. "Nechako Community Church (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. May 2023. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Nechako_Community_Church_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=175741.] 


In 1994, yet another Mennonite church emerged as the result of the missionary work of the Church of God in Christ, Mennonite (Holdeman). The Woodland Centre Congregation in Vanderhoof was formed in 1994 and currently has seventy-seven members.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Steiner, Samuel J. "Woodland Centre Congregation (Vanderhoof, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. July 2020. Web. 2 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Woodland_Centre_Congregation_(Vanderhoof,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=169087.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk205794677]The final area to be considered is a ninety-four kilometer stretch of highway north of Fort Saint John that includes Montney and Prespatou. Old Colony Mennonites from Saskatchewan and Cheslatta, British Columbia settled in the Prespatou area in the early 1960s. They currently have a membership of 200 people.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Old Colony Mennonite Church (Prespatou, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2012. Web. 2 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Old_Colony_Mennonite_Church_(Prespatou,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=142520.] 


Another Old Colony settlement is located in Worsley, Alberta, one hundred and forty kilometers east of Fort Saint John. This church was established in 1959 and currently has between three hundred and four hundred members.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Old Colony Mennonite Church (Worsley, Alberta, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2012. Web. 2 May 2025.
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Old_Colony_Mennonite_Church_(Worsley,_Alberta,_Canada)&oldid=76608.] 


In 1974, the Christian (Chortitzer) Mennonite Conference began missionary work among the Old Colony people in Prespatou. A church called the Prespatou Mennonite Church was established under the direction of John Harder. A new sanctuary was built in 1996.[footnoteRef:38]   [38:  Steiner, Samuel J. and Richard D. Thiessen. "Prespatou Mennonite Church (Prespatou, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. May 2023. Web. 2 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Prespatou_Mennonite_Church_(Prespatou,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=175458.] 


After investigative trips to Prespatou in 1976, it would take another twenty years before the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church would establish roots in Montney, twenty-four kilometers north of Fort Saint John. After starting a private school in 1996, the congregation was able to build a new sanctuary in 2001.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Montney Mennonite Church (Montney, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. March 2012. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Montney_Mennonite_Church_(Montney,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=146822.] 


As for other Mennonite churches in the area, the North Peace Mennonite Brethren Church in Fort Saint John was organized in 1962 with twenty-five members. They built a bigger sanctuary in 1979 and currently have two hundred members.[footnoteRef:40] The Christian Mennonite Conference established a new church in Fort Saint John in 2008. The Fort Saint John Evangelical Mission Church represents an amalgamation on the Evangelical Free Church, formed in 1979, and the People’s Mission.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Epp, Marlene and Andres Klager. "North Peace Mennonite Brethren Church (Fort St. John, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. June 2023. Web. 2 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=North_Peace_Mennonite_Brethren_Church_(Fort_St._John,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=175764.]  [41:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Fort St. John Evangelical Mission Church (Fort St. John, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. September 2009. Web. 2 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Fort_St._John_Evangelical_Mission_Church_(Fort_St._John,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=175459.] 




Interaction Among the EPM Churches and other Mennonite Churches

The specific interest of this article has to do with the way in which the Eastern Mennonite Churches interacted with the various Mennonite churches mentioned above. Through the introduction of summer Bible school in 1970, some revival meetings in November of 1971, and the establishment of a private school in 1974,[footnoteRef:42] the Pennsylvania Mennonites were able to attract a variety of people in the Burns Lake area (Danskin and Decker Lake). The conservative Old Colony and Sommerfelder people understood the need for a private school to keep the family values with which they had grown up. [42:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 72, 75, 76.] 


A variety of Swiss Mennonites also moved from Ontario and Pennsylvania in order to establish a church at Danskin.[footnoteRef:43] These migrations reflected the EMPC’s philosophy of evangelization through colonization. A further growth spurt occurred in the 1990s when several Russian Mennonite families moved into the area from Fort Saint John. Intermarriage between these new settlers and the Pennsylvania families solidified the strength of this church.  [43:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 77] 


Before long, Russian Mennonite names such as Wiebe, Wiens, Martens, Dyck, Guenter, and Krahn became as common in the membership lists as Swiss Mennonite names such as Shank, Metzler, Burkholder, Wadel, Gingrich, and Martin. Other names such as Torkelson and Maldaner were of Norwegian heritage. After joining the Northwest Conference church at Duchess, Alberta through conversion, these families become part of the conservative movement in 1963.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 68, 84, 111, 122-123.] 


In commenting on the challenges of establishing a conservative church presence in the Burns Lake area, Timothy Burkholder has this to say:[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 75.] 


Not everyone accepted the emphasis of simple Bible obedience in personal life, by conversion and commitment to Jesus Christ, and a church life that endeavoured to keep the faith in purity, both in doctrine and practise.

A church in Decker Lake, a few kilometers west of Burns Lake, was established in a similar manner. After a summer Bible school was held there in 1974, week long evangelistic meetings followed in August of that year. A private school was established in 1976,[footnoteRef:46] and the church hosted the annual meeting of the Nationwide Fellowship churches in 1977.  [46:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 88, 92, 102] 

As a result of legislation passed in 1991, the British Columbia government accepted the legitimacy of these independent schools, in terms of having their own curriculum and hiring their own teachers.[footnoteRef:47] After renting a variety of community halls, a new church was built in 1983 and David Burkholder was ordained as the new bishop of the Decker Lake church.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 104.]  [48:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 105, 108.] 

Separation from the world was the way in which the Pennsylvania Mennonite church was able to distinguish itself from other churches such as the North Side Mennonite Church in Vanderhoof. In spite of their emphasis on German as the language for worship, the Old Colony and Sommerfeld people were especially concerned about keeping their faith intact through the private education of their children.[footnoteRef:49] The Eastern Pennsylvania Church established a school in Vanderhoof in 1979, and built a church there in 1980. The church continued to expand as a result of interested Mennonites moving into the area, as well as through intermarriages of the Russian Mennonites and Swiss Mennonites.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 114-116.]  [50:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 118-121.] 


The final location to be considered is Montney, a village twenty-eight kilometers north of Fort Saint John. The Eastern Pennsylvania church established a congregation there in 1992, after dismissing possibilities in Prespatou and choosing instead the rural agricultural area of Montney. The Old Colony church further north was too similar to the EPMC’s own beliefs and practices, while the City of Fort Saint John was too urban to make it possible for a congregation to live apart from the world.

The church in Montney was established through EPMC members from other locations moving to the area, as well as Russian Mennonites from Prespatou and Worsley being interested in more “intense Bible-centered fellowship.”[footnoteRef:51] A school was established in 1993 and the Lutheran church became available for rent during those early years. By 2001, a new church had been built. Robert Eby was ordained as deacon in 1995 and Jason Wadel was ordained as minister in 2001.[footnoteRef:52] [51:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 149.]  [52:  Timothy Burkholder, Sunrise in the Northwest, 146-147, 150.] 


In conclusion, the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church was able to attract Mennonites who had arrived at an earlier time around Burns Lake, Vanderhoof, and Montney. The decline of the Sommerfelder and Old Colony congregations resulted in these people becoming attracted to, and joining the Swiss Mennonites.

Evangelism by colonization was also effective, when people from Pennsylvania and Ontario, as well as from Danskin and Decker Lake, moved to new areas such as Vanderhoof and Montney. Intermarriages also resulted in church growth.

Separation from the world., the need to establish private schools, a simple lifestyle, and visible differences were the distinguishing features of the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church. The men wore plain coats, the women wore dresses and a white head covering, and the form of occupation was either farming, the trades such as construction and contracting, or in the forestry industry. 

Establishment of Nationwide Fellowship Congregations in Alberta

The separation in 1959 of the Fellowship churches from the Lancaster Conference in Pennsylvania caused a similar rift in the Swiss Mennonite Church that had been established at Duchess, Alberta in 1915. Several members of the congregation became concerned about the fact that the Duchess Church, which was associated with the Alberta-Saskatchewan Conference,[footnoteRef:53] was allowing its youth to participate on sports teams and in music concerts at the public school, as well as accepting double standards of dress as well as courtship of members and people in the community.[footnoteRef:54] [53:  Ted Regehr has written a history of this Saskatchewan-Alberta Conference, which became known as the Northwest Mennonite Conference, T. D. Regehr, Faith, Life, and Witness in the Northwest, 1903-2003 (Pandora Press, 2003).]  [54:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 69.] 


The dissenting members wanted a stricter observance of a conservative way of life. When their concerns went unheeded, about ten families began in 1963 to meet separately for worship in homes. When it became time for a deacon to be ordained in their midst, they asked Bishop Merven Baer from McBride, BC, to oversee the service.[footnoteRef:55]  [55:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 71.] 


Another group that separated from the Saskatchewan-Alberta conference at this time was a congregation known as the Stirling Mennonite Church. This congregation had been formed in the 1940s by several former Hutterites who had left the Hutterite community. This church also became dissatisfied with the liberal direction of the Alberta-Saskatchewan Conference and joined the Northwest Fellowship Churches, of which the new Duchess Bethel Church had become a part.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 72. Wiebe, Victor G. "Stirling Mennonite Church (Raymond, Alberta, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2019. Web. 6 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Stirling_Mennonite_Church_(Raymond,_Alberta,_Canada)&oldid=165967.
For information about the formation of the Nationwide Fellowships, see Strubhar, Ernest. "Nationwide Fellowship Churches." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2010. Web. 6 May 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Nationwide_Fellowship_Churches&oldid=163141.] 


By 1969, the Duchess Bethel Mennonite Church felt the need to establish a Christian private school. They used curriculum from the Rod and Staff publishers[footnoteRef:57] as well as some government correspondence courses. Over time, these government courses were replaced by books from Christian publishers. Stirling Mennonite Church, along with the Church of God in Christ Mennonites, also established private schools at this time. [57:  Steiner, Samuel J. "Rod and Staff Publishers (Crockett, Kentucky, USA)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2019. Web. 6 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Rod_and_Staff_Publishers_(Crockett,_Kentucky,_USA)&oldid=175163.] 


Alberta government officials became concerned about these schools and started legal proceedings. After a series of court hearings over several years, the government decided to approve these private schools under a new category 4 department. This meant that these private schools were able to function without certified teachers and did not receive funding from the government.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 75-79.] 


The other Nationwide Fellowship churches that were established in Alberta began in similar ways as the Duchess Mennonite and the British Columbia churches had started. Through evangelization by colonization, several Mennonite families from Duchess and Stirling moved to Tilley, forty kilometers south and east of Duchess along the number 1 highway, in order to start farming operations. A church was built in 1976 and a new bishop, Ellis Kropf, was selected by lot.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 137-138.] 


In 1978, some Sommerfelders from La Crete, Alberta visited members of the Fellowship Church in McBride, BC to gain information about starting their own private school.[footnoteRef:60] When this did not materialize, and some relatives of James and Judy Baer living in La Crete expressed interest in a new church, a delegation including Merven Baer from McBride visited La Crete. After several local people indicated their desire for a new church, two families from McBride were chosen to move to Lacrete. Before long, a series of revival meetings was held and a new school was established (1979).[footnoteRef:61] By 1980, several families were worshipping in the school/sanctuary. The new church was called Peace Mennonite, and a separate church building was moved to the area in 1984.[footnoteRef:62] [60:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 151]  [61:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 155.]  [62:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 167.] 


A combination of local Mennonite interest and evangelism by colonization led to the establishment of three new churches in Coaldale, La Glace, near Grand Prairie, and Slave Lake. In 1983, some members of the Stirling Mennonite church, located thirty kilometers south of Coaldale, became dissatisfied with events in their church. They asked for help from the McBride church. Merven Baer together with members at McBride asked some families from Duchess and Tilley to move to the Coaldale area to begin worship services there. By 1986, a new congregation, called Bethesda Mennonite Church, came into being with nine charter members and a newly ordained minister, Don Miller.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 222-225.] 

The Prairie Light church in La Glace, near Grand Prairie, came into being in the late 1990s.[footnoteRef:64] The South Shore church at Slave Lake[footnoteRef:65] started in 2004. Both congregations arose in response to interest expressed among several Russian Mennonite families in the area. In 2005, Andrew Baer was selected as deacon through lot for the Grand Prairie church while his father, John Baer, was released as minister in La Crete, to become bishop.[footnoteRef:66] Three years later, in 2008, both Andrew and his father agreed to move to Slave Lake in order to help with the work there. Cornelius Peters, minister at La Crete, moved together with his family in 2012 to Slave Lake to assist with the work as well.[footnoteRef:67] [64:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 261-266.]  [65:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 267-276.]  [66:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 271.]  [67:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 272.] 


In each of these cases, the Fellowship Churches found acceptance among the local people because of their Mennonite background. They provided a conservative alternative through the establishment of private schools and a strict way of life.[footnoteRef:68] [68:  The Fellowship churches started in Saskatchewan and Manitoba were also in Mennonite areas, Lake Centre in Arborg, Manitoba, Pine Creek Mennonite Church in Austin, Manitoba, Valley Mennonite in Rosthern, Saskatchewan, and Plains Conservative Mennonite Church in Osler, Saskatchewan, see the discussion, Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 83-106, 185-208, 277-282, 283-294, For a complete list of Fellowship Churches, see Strubhar, Ernest. "Nationwide Fellowship Churches." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2010. Web. 6 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Nationwide_Fellowship_Churches&oldid=163141.] 


Defining Boundaries in Relation to Other Churches

We come now to the second advantage of Fellowship congregations living close to other Mennonites, namely the necessity of establishing boundaries and raising expectations in terms of how they defined themselves vis-à-vis other groups.

The first item that should be mentioned has to do with the numerous families that moved to Canada from the United States. Ellis Kropf in the Preface of Lyle Baer’s book[footnoteRef:69] says that one of the reasons that their family moved to Canada was because of the negative possibility of their adult sons becoming part of the conscientious objector program in the United States. While many Mennonite churches saw the CO program as a positive social service to the state that represented an alternative to military service,[footnoteRef:70] some conservative churches objected because several of their young people who had participated in the I-W draft classification program no longer espoused the conservative values of their parents and church. [69:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 9-10.]  [70:  Hershberger, Guy F., Albert N. Keim and Hanspeter Jecker. "Conscientious Objection." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1990. Web. 16 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Conscientious_Objection&oldid=141074.] 


As a result of these objections, the conservative churches in 1967 formed an organization called the Mennonite Messianic Mission that set up separate CO units for their churches. Regulations in these units specified that televisions, radios, and musical instruments were not permitted, that the men had to wear plain coats, and the women a type of cape dress.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Steiner, Samuel J. "Mennonite Messianic Mission (Ephrata, Pennsylvania, USA)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2019. Web. 7 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Mennonite_Messianic_Mission_(Ephrata,_Pennsylvania,_USA)&oldid=165206.] 


In 1968, the Lancaster Conference relaxed several rules regarding life insurance, plain coats, the prayer veil, and the wearing of jewelry. As a result, the five bishops who had helped start MMM resigned their positions in the conference and established Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  Neuenschwander, Jesse. "Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. September 2010. Web. 6 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Eastern_Pennsylvania_Mennonite_Church&oldid=177175.] 


These facts regarding the military draft and more liberal conscientious objector units are helpful in understanding why some Americans from the conservative Mennonite churches wished to move to Canada. With no military draft in Canada, it was much easier to move to rural areas and establish private schools that would keep their young people within the faith.

A second boundary marker identified in Lyle Baer’s book has to so with the place of Christianity and specifically Mennonites in the world. Lyle comments in the 
Foreword that the church represents a faithful remnant that will always be in a minority. He suggests that few people are prepared to embrace radical discipleship. As Jesus says, “Narrow is the path that leads to life and few are the ones that find it.” ( Matthew 7:14).

The fact that the conservative Mennonite churches have remained small in number lends credence to the sacrifices that church members need to make if they are going to be a visible as well heartfelt minority, followers of Jesus who are willing to give up radios, televisions, and musical instruments in order to remain separate from the world. While Christians in the evangelical holiness movement may insist on members giving up smoking, drinking alcohol, and dancing, giving up other things to show one’s pure spirit is viewed as too radical.

The establishment of a Fellowship Church in La Crete, Alberta caused a conflict with Sommerfelder and Old Colony churches.[footnoteRef:73] All three churches were somewhat similar to each other in that they wore plain clothing, supported private schools, and believed in a strict separation of church and state.  [73:  For a history of churches in La Crete, see Then and Now: The History of La Crete, Volume 1 (La Crete Agricultural Society, 2020), 135-150.] 


Differences had to do with the fact that Sommerfelders and the Old Colony used German as a language of worship, sang traditional songs that were slower in tempo, and did not believe, according to the Fellowship Churches, in conversion, new birth, and holiness of life.[footnoteRef:74] Apparently, young people from these traditional churches only got baptized in order to get married.[footnoteRef:75] [74:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 151.]  [75:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 159.] 


This situation was somewhat alleviated when the Fellowship Church started a private school. At various meetings held in the community, Merven Baer explained the importance of the home, church, and school in bringing their children “to salvation and to aid them in their spiritual development.”[footnoteRef:76] In spite of the opposition that continued, Lyle Baer reports that “appreciation for the church grew until it became a benchmark for the Sommerfelder and Old Colony schools which developed in the surrounding district.”[footnoteRef:77] [76:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 157.]  [77:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 161.] 


One of the reasons this church became more accepted was because, like the Sommerfelders and Old Colony people, it believed in the organic whole of home, church, and school in raising children in faith. While differing in things like believing in the assurance of salvation in the present or waiting humbly to be saved in the future, along with differing uses of language in worship, and the introduction of evangelistic songs and revival meetings, these three churches mirrored each other in their wholistic attitude toward life and faith.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Note the discussion in Donald Stoesz, Canadian Prairie Mennonite Ministers’ Use of Scripture, 1874-1972 (Victoria: Friesen Press, 2018), 18-19. Biblical passages that speak about the future of salvation include Romans 5:9, Romans 13:11, and 1 Peter 1: 5. See also Peter Bergen, History of the Sommerfeld Mennonite Church (D. W. Friesens and Sons, 2000), Thiessen, Richard D. "Sommerfeld Mennonite Church (La Crete, Alberta, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2012. Web. 7 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Sommerfeld_Mennonite_Church_(La_Crete,_Alberta,_Canada)&oldid=110991. Bender, Harold S., Adolf Ens and Jake Peters. "Sommerfeld Mennonites." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1990. Web. 7 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Sommerfeld_Mennonites&oldid=174892.] 


Three issues that arose in the McBride church, BC in the late 1970s had to do with government aid, the role of women in church, and the playing of musical instruments. Several families had accepted government aid when they moved to British Columbia in the 1960s. The church believed in mutual aid that was provided by their church and so rejected any form of government assistance, whether that had to do with hospitalization and pensions, or the purchasing of life insurance.[footnoteRef:79] [79:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 122-23, see the rules mentioned in Neuenschwander, Jesse. "Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Church." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. September 2010. Web. 7 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Eastern_Pennsylvania_Mennonite_Church&oldid=177175.] 


While women had given their counsel at congregational meetings in the past, it was decided on the basis of Scripture that they should not vote. A stricter interpretation of the use of musical instruments was also adopted. While instrumental accompaniment to recorded music had been allowed in the past, this was now rejected in favour of a cappella singing only.

The Nationwide Fellowship’s emphasis on evangelism is prevalent throughout Lyle Baer’s book. Besides the mission churches that they established on Vancouver Island and in Nova Scotia,[footnoteRef:80] various members and ministers went to the Philippines in the early 1980s. By 1986, the Calasiao Congregation had been established. In 2014, it had 24 members.[footnoteRef:81] The repeated willingness of Fellowship Church members to move, not only to other parts of Canada and the United States, but overseas shows the level of commitment that these Christians had to spread the good news. [80:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Lighthouse Mennonite Church (Westville, Nova Scotia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2015. Web. 7 May 2025. 
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Lighthouse_Mennonite_Church_(Westville,_Nova_Scotia,_Canada)&oldid=132093. Thiessen, Richard D. "Merville Mennonite Church (Black Creek, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2015. Web. 7 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Merville_Mennonite_Church_(Black_Creek,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=139255.]  [81:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Calasiao Mennonite Church (Dagupan, Philippines)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. January 2015. Web. 7 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Calasiao_Mennonite_Church_(Dagupan,_Philippines)&oldid=131572.] 


In conclusion, the testimonies of some parents and a girl who grew up in the Mennonite Brethren Church at Black Creek on Vancouver Island,[footnoteRef:82] and became associated with the Merville congregation of the Nationwide Fellowship churches[footnoteRef:83]  ten kilometers away, speaks to the way conservative churches interacted with other, more liberal oriented, congregations. [82:  Goerz, John A. and Hugo Friesen. "Black Creek Community Church (Black Creek, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. March 2016. Web. 7 May 2025. https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Black_Creek_Community_Church_(Black_Creek,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=175624.]  [83:  Thiessen, Richard D. "Merville Mennonite Church (Black Creek, British Columbia, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2015. Web. 7 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Merville_Mennonite_Church_(Black_Creek,_British_Columbia,_Canada)&oldid=139255.] 


This is what Alex and Lois Davidson have to say:[footnoteRef:84] [84:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 321.] 


During the summer of 2006, our eldest daughter Tanya, 18, suffered a ruptured appendix, requiring two surgeries, and almost lost her life. While in the hospital, she knew she wasn’t ready to die and the Lord was calling her to the conservative church. In February 2007, she started wearing a veiling and cape dress and began in instruction class.

We began attending the conservative church every other Sunday in September 2006. When our tenth child was born in June of 2007, we left the Mennonite Brethren Church and within a few weeks I was wearing a veiling. We were surprised that in a community of 30,000 souls, people knew who I was, who I was married to, and about our bakery, confirming the necessity of being more separated. 

This is what young adult Alissa Boewers, from the same community, has to say:[footnoteRef:85] [85:  Lyle Baer,  Light at Evening, 330-331.] 


Up to this time, I was taught that if I asked Jesus into my heart, didn’t do anything really bad, and told Jesus I was sorry if I did, I would go to heaven. I realized my commitment to God was not real, and my Christian faith had not been genuine. 
I started going to the Merville Church in 2010, and began to wear dresses every day. 
I am thankful for the teachings of my parents, and even more thankful for the teaching I received since I began my life in Christ.

Conclusion

In every case except the initial venture into McBride, which involved “evangelization by colonization,” the Nationwide Fellowship and the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite Churches found interest among the rural British Columbia and Alberta Mennonite communities in a more conservative expression of the Christian faith than was available.

Their evangelistic efforts mirrored the Nationwide Fellowship separation from the (Swiss) Mennonite Church in 1959, and the formation of the Eastern Pennsylvania Mennonite church in reaction to a more liberal direction of the Lancaster Conference in 1968. There were people and congregations who were looking for a stricter way of life that included plain clothing and dresses, along with private schools.

The fact that the conservative Sommerfelder and Old Colony churches still worshipped in German, and the fact that only one Church of God in Christ, Mennonite (Holdeman) church in the region was established in Vanderhoof (1994),[footnoteRef:86] opened the door for conservative churches with a stricter interpretation of Gospel discipleship.  [86:  Hiebert, P. G. and Clarence Hiebert. "Church of God in Christ, Mennonite (CGC)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1989. Web. 7 May 2025.
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Church_of_God_in_Christ,_Mennonite_(CGC)&oldid=170836.] 


It remains to be seen how these congregations will grow in areas where there are no Mennonites who understand the sacrifices needed for embracing a more radical discipleship that includes the espousal of non-resistance.[footnoteRef:87] [87: A conservative Mennonite church has been established in Spruce View, Alberta, an area settled by Danish and Norwegian people  with Lutheran ties, Thiessen, Richard D. "Red Deer Valley Mennonite Church (Innisfail, Alberta, Canada)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. February 2015. Web. 7 May 2025.
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Red_Deer_Valley_Mennonite_Church_(Innisfail,_Alberta,_Canada)&oldid=131764, see Lyle Baer, The Light at Evening, 253-258. Hershberger, Guy F., Ernst Crous and John R. Burkholder. "Nonresistance." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. 1989. Web. 7 May 2025.
 https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Nonresistance&oldid=166097.] 

Appendix I

Some Distinguishing Features of Conservative Mennonite Churches
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Conversion
Adult baptism
Closed communion
Holiness emphasis
Pacifism, non-resistant stance
Loose episcopal, conference structure
Use of lot in selection of deacons, ministers, and bishops
Separate private schools
Separation of church and state
language
No paid ministry
Plain clothing, dresses, veils
No tv, radio
A Capella singing in church
No women in church leadership
No life insurance
Evangelism
