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Church; St. Ann's Canmunity Church, St. Ann's Ontario 

InterViewee: H.H. Wiebe, p:u-t-time minister and high school guidance teacher 

Interviewer: Ellen Baar 

Date: January 21, 1977 

Language: English 

TOPICS COVERED: Factors leading the United Church to close a church established 
in 1799 and the circumstances leading the Board of Elders .of St. 
Ann's to work with the Mission Camnittee of Vineland Mennonite · 
Brethren to reopen the church. 

The decision to reopen the church with no denominational stigma; 
with an unpaid, part-time minister (formerly the Assistant 

.Minister in the Virieland Church), as a canrnunity church. 

Growth of the church and emphasis on missionary projects. 

Ending the affiliation with the Mennonite Brethren Church: paying 
back the $3500 whi ch the Vinelard Chi.trch had eXperxled. to. buy the 
property and thus acquiring title. and deed. 

Former religious affiliations, age and occupational composition 
of the membership. . · 

Church organization: adult baptism, · Board of , Elders, committees., 
lay .leadership. 

Avoiding the image of an ethnic group, advantages and disadvantages 
of denominational affiliation. 

Future needs: full-time minister, providing help to the people 
of the canmunity, attaining a maXimum of 400 members, being 
a caring church concerned with the physical, social and spiritual 
needs of the community. Main emphasis must be on salvation and 

. baptism. 

11r. Wiebe 1 s background. 

BIOORAPHICAL SKETCH: Parents were Russlaerder who moved to Kitchener, Stratford 
and then Campden where his father established the Bethesda 
Hospital. The hospital was originally for the emotionally 
disturbed but is now for the mentally retarded. Both 
parents were registered nurses. Mr. Wiebe continues as 
the unpaid, part-time minister of St. Ann's. Christmas 
1976 the congregation gift~ them with an autcnobilEi. 



Summary of Interview with Rev. H. H Hiebe, Part-Time Minister, St. Ann's 

Community Church and Guidance Teacher, Port Colborne High School, January 

21, 1977. Conducted by Ellen Baar. 

StAnn's began as a community church on 1967. The church p,oes back 

to 1799 but it had been closed. Originally it was a Presbyterian church, 

·one of the first such churches established in southern Ontario. When 

established it was served by Rev. Eastman a minister who also served a church 

at Brockway. It was a log building at that time just across the street 

from the present site. In the 1930's the church became the United Church 

of Canada as a result of the Merger among Methodists and Presbyterians. 

the church carried on until 1966 when it closed its doors. It closed for a 

number of reasons. There was poor attendance and a poor financial base. 

Thirdly there was an unwritten rule in the United Church at that time that 

they would close country churches and encourage people to move into the urban . 

churches. Transportation wasn't a problem anymore. 

The church was closed for a little over a year. The attendence during 

the last ten years had been ~ to about 5, 10, 12 ~eople. The church 

closed against the wishes of the people right in the community. Even though 

the people in the community didn't support the church that much they were 

opposed to this church closing its doors. For a year and a half it was closed. 

During that time the Board of Elders sought to reopen the church . They were 

concerned about the people in the community, their children and grandchildren. 

They wanted them to be able to attend Sunday School and church. 

And then either by design or accident they mentioned it to one of the 

people who attended the Mennonite Breth~~an Church in Vineland. That church 

picked up the challenge and offered to orovide services within St. Ann's 

Community church. The Missions Committee from the Vineland Mennonite Bretheran 
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Church met with the Board of Elders a number of times and they were in 

agreement to provide services within the Community. I was at some of these 

I 
meetings and they didn't get into any type of doctrimal matters. That's 

when I came on the scene. They asked me whether I would be willing to take 

up this challenge. I have my Bacelor of Theology as well as my Bachelor of 

Arts. I said I would agree as long as they would make this a community 

church with no denominational stigma to it. Just a church in the community 

and for the community. Both groups agreed that this would be acceptable. 

September 10, 1967 the doors opened . The first Sunday there were about 

35 adults there. Before we opened the church, during the month of August, I 

visited all the homes in the immediate community of St . Ann's, there were 

about 40 homes. We started out with a Sunday school and the mor~ing service. 

Nothing during the week. The people seemed interested. The first full year 

we had a budget of $4,000 taken in by offerings. The church was not subsidized 

by any group at all. I didn't take a salary, I did it on a voluntary basis and 

still do. The money was used for various mission projects and maintenance of 

the church. 

In 1970, the church was overcrowded and they decided to put an addition 

on the east side of the building which was completed in late 1970. The ~eople 

in the community put the addition on. It was done through voluntary labour. 

I hired a superintendent to supervise but mostly it was done through voluntary 

work. The project cost $35,000 - that included the cost of renovating the old 

building - adding water, washrooms and so on, redecorate sanctuary. In 1975 

the church was filled and Sunday school running close to 300. We built a 

portable classroom for 4-5 classes. In 1975-76 decided to add on the west 

side of the building. That's almost completed. The dedication will be on 

April 3, 1977 . Our budget last year was $63,000 through offerings. Noone 

receives a salary. The church is cleaned by people in the congregation and I 

don't take a salary but the church surprised us this year at Christmas with a 



new car. But all the monies are used for maintenance and support of other 

missionary projects - everything from World Vision, the Home Bible League, 

Canadian Bible Society. 
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We are supporting a number of missionaries. One missionary in Austria, 

a missionary family in Brazil. We support Turning Point, a drop-in centre 

in Beamsville for teen-agers on drugs, support the Gideons and other projects. 

We have a bus ministry. We rent a school bus on Sundays and bring children 

· in from th~ Smit-hvjlle area. We operate a vacation Bible school every sunnner 

and many of these children's parents are working on week-ends. So we get the 

children on the bus and bring them to Sunday School . We have Sunday evening 

services and Sunday school including a large class for parents. We have a 

choir of 35, large Young Peoples, which meets Friday evenings. Boys Club and 

Pioneer Girls, bible study. 

The church is still interdenominational. When we bought the church in 

1975 the church became an independent church. Until then it was still 

affiliated with the Mennonite Bretheran Church. They had the title and deed 

to of the property but in 1975 the church became independent and has remained 

that way until the present time . The Vineland MB Church purchased the property 

for $3500 back in 1970 together with the St. Ann's Connnunity church. It was 

done on a voluntary basis. Anyone who wanted donated to the purchase. But 

now it is an independent church. We did organize as a church with membership 

during 1976. We have a membership of around 127. Sunday school attendence 

of about 230. Conditions for membership: a person must be a Christian, a born 

again believer; person must be baptized. It is adult baptism. We have child 

dedication for the children. Bapitism is by innnersion, the same as the MB's, 

the Baptists and in some cases the United Church is starting to baptise adults. 
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Most of our members are young couples. There are very few over the age of 

55. The majority are between the ages of 20 and 40. We have a lot of very young 

couples with very small children. We have 3 nursury classes in the Sunday School, 

one of the largest departments in the Church. People from 9 different 

denominations. People there from the United Church, Presbyterian, Baptists, 

Free Methodist, Catholic, Dutch Reformed, UM, MB, Associate Gospel, Pentecostal 

(one or two). The largest number would be Associate Gospel and United. We 

. have 13-14 teachers . There are 4 full time farmers, many part-time farmers who 

work in the factory. The church is an evangelical one. 

Church has pastor and Board of Elders, Moderator, 3 elected from congregation. 

Sunday school committee, youth committee, we have a Ladies Friendship Circle, we 

have a Board of Trustees, midweek committees, auditors. Congregation carries 

large part of responsibility since I'm not full-time. This is an advantage of 

a part-time pastor. This year will divide the church into 10 groups of about 

8 families and there will be one person in charge of each of those groups, one 

person to be a pastor, to visit them. We're not going to speak of them as Deacons. 

Maybe as ministers or pastors . 

All membership comes from a radius of 7 miles. Board of Elders includes a 

carpenter, factory worker, farmer, moderator is a school principal and myself. 

Youth Committee chairman is a labourer. Chairman of trustees is a farmer, Music 

Director is a businessman, auditors, a carpenter. Teachers don't necessarily 

assume leadership positions . 

Mennonite Bretheran have an ethnic image. That's very, very dangerous. 

That is something we're trying to avoid in that community. I'm not saying 

that someday the church won't become Mennonite Bretheran or Associate Gospel, 

that's a question we will probably face sometime in the future. I certainly 

wouldn't want it to become Mennonite Bretheran if there were some people who 

would really be apposed to it. But we don't want the church to have the image 
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of an ethnic group. Disadvantage of no denominational affiliation - expected 

to fit a mould, wouldn't have as much freedom as we have now if associated 

with a denomination. If we would join the MB we would probably be classified 

as an ethnic group and this would be a deterrent. An advantage of denomination 

affiliation - part of a larger group - an encouraging factor if in slump or 

doldrums, could help the church to remain doctrinally sound if belonged to 

a denomination but it could work the opposite way too. I think it would help 

to keep the church on a sounder biblical base. .If you belong to a large group 

you could probably do greater missionary work. (The drug centre is an 

interdenominational project.) Some members coming from a denominational 

background are uncomfortable without it but others feel very, very comfortable 

in this setting. There are some who would actively discourage any attempt to 

join with a certain denomination. There is a trend now to community churches, 

churches with greater authority to make decisions. Many churches are becoming 

increasingly independent of the conferences . Many conferences aren't as 

effective as they might be. 

In the next twenty years think church will need a full-time man if it 

wants to move ahead. Now we have practically 80 families and its ~mpossible 

for a person whose part-time to meet with all of these. Church must be a 

caring church. Church is not there for the good people, the healthy people. 

Church is there for the sinners, for the people who need help . Church must 

help them and thus has a very important function within the community . It's 

almost like a service organization. The church must be of the community. I 

would hope there would be an office of the church in the heart of Smithville, 

the largest community in the area, where people can come if they have problems 

to receive help. Many people would not come to the church but would come to 

a neutral building. People should be able to do their shopping and drop in. 
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Pastors must be specialists in counselling. I would like to see the Church 

expand although there are people who don't want to see the church expand. They 

feel they won't know each other quite as well. I believe it is easier to 

function as a church with a larger congregation, to a maximum of 400 people. 

Anything beyond that is too large. With 400 can have a very good choir and 

plenty of qualified Sunday School teachers. I would like to see people more 

involved in caring for other people, not just for themselves, I want people to 

feel that the church is a caring church. At the last Board of Elders meeting 

I asked: What do people in the community think of our church? The church 

should not only be caring it should continue to preach the entire Gospel. That 

is at the top of my priority list. Preach Salvation and that we are born again. 

I think baptism is very important, a very basic doctrine in the scriptures. When 

people are concerned about doctrine I emphasize salvation and baptism and tell 

them we must use this criterion: mst check the Old Testament, the preachings of 

Jesus, the Gospels, must look at the practices of the early church, Book of Acts, 

and we must look at the Epistle. Then we formulate our doctrine. When we do 

that we get a fairly good image of what the Bible wants us to concern ourselves 

with. This is what we have done and we haven't encountered any problems, no 

conflicts. Preaching the Gospel is number one. We have to be a caring church 

in the sense that we are good Christians and define the physical, spiritual 

and social needs of the community. Not only physical. If its only physical 

then the church has failed. Really the church is there to meet the spiritual 

needs of people but they must go beyond that. We like to keep our services not 

too formal not too informal. We try to reach a happy medium. There are a number 

of people participating - the choir and a soloist, someone reading the scriptures 

and a message, more expository preaching. If you just preach topical sermons 

you are bound to miss some very important truths. We're going to be more careful 

to cover everything. 



7 

Non-res i stence isn't included in our confession of faith altho~gh I 

may have talked about it. I believe i n it. I do tend to believe in capital 

punishment. Romans Chapter 13 ment i ons the sword 6 times. It must be referring 

to death. 

I think the UMS are probably more of a caring church. They're more 

involved in the social gospel - looking after the physical and social needs 

of the people. I think the MB's have emphasized the spiritual more than the 

physical and social. I think we have to reach a happy medium there, a balance . 

I got active in this church because I was Assistant Pastor at the Vineland 

MB Church. I was also on the Mission Committee at the time I think. I felt this 

was an opportunity, a place where I should be. It's quite an experience to leave 

your own church and launch out into something new. People of different backgrounds -

that was a great experience . It's been one of the great experiences of my life . 

It's enriched my life . 

My parents came from Russia in the 1920's. They moved to Kitchener and 

from there to Stratford, then to Campden where dad was the founder of the 

ethesda hospital. Mother was a registered nurse and father was a registered 

male nurse. Now the hospital has become a home for the mentally-retarded, 

before it was for the emotionally disturbed. 
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