
Summary of Interview With Gerhart Reimer, former song leader, Vineland 

Mennonite Bretheran Church. Interview conducted by Trudy Funk. 

The Vineland MB church was founded in 1932. Until then there were only 

a few MB's in the area and the Bretheran Church and the United Mennonites 

(UM) shared an old building. But then as the number of Mennonites coming 

from the Prairies increased, changes were made . The two churches had shared 

a shop where they held services. The UM's built their church across the 

street from that location while the MB's purchased the shop for $1200. When 

enough money had been gathered, renovations and improvements were made tq the 

shop. 

The main difference between the UM's and the MB's at the time seemed ,to 

be the way in which baptism was carried out. UM's sprinkle while MB's 

submerged. MB's were also stricter when it came to smoking and drinking. 

Otherwise there weren't many differences. They didn't feel they had much in 

common with First Mennonite because of the difference in background between 

Russian and Pennsylvania Dutch Mennonites. In contrast, during the early 

years the UM and MB churches held a lot of musical concerts together . Both 

are Russian Mennonite churches and they get along well. 

The average age of founding members of Vineland MB was 40 years . Most 

farmed their own land or worked for other farmers after coming from the West. 

In 1937 all the church leadership and many of the members moved to Virgil 

because land was cheaper and there were package deals which enabled Mennonites 

to live close to one another on relatively small farms which were affordable 

because when land was purchased in large parcels the price per acre was 

considerably lower (see Dueck interview). 

In the early years the church was completely in German . This had to change 

because children had little opportunity to learn German well when school was 
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completely in English. At first the church provided a German school program 

but this was dropped eventually. Mr. Reimer found it difficult when the church 

started to adopt English since he was not that fluent and as song leader he 

was now expected to practice English songs with the choir. That was difficult 

for him and so he gave up the position of song leader. Presently, the Sunday 

school for older people is completely in German for ~ an hour. Church begins 

in German and then in English (see sample Order of Service). The rest of the 

Sunday school (classes for children) are held entirely in English. 

The most significant change over the years was the change to English. 

This change affected ot~er things. Some customs were dropped. Weddings became 

fancier and more complicated. There are not as many nice nature songs in 

English as in German. 

Other significant changes are a result of prosperity are t.v. and better 

education. Young people like to wear jeans with patches whereas in the old 

days that was all they had they were trying to get rid of working clothes and 

the need to work so hard. When you went to church you put on your best clothes, 

shaved, combed your hair. You had to appear respectable to go to church. Now 

going to church is like going to any other house. There is one young man in 

the church, a doctor's sone, who has never once worn a suit and tie to church. 

T.V. and radio take away the desire the young people had to sing. Before you 

went to choir practice with enthusiasm; not it does not matter. As families 

they used to sing together but .when the asked his grandchild when he last sang 

with his parents the answer was: well we're never all at home at one time. 

Hockey takes time. When Mr. Reimer and his son used to visit Kitchener in the 

old days, they would all sirig in the car. 

Another change is the number of couples separating and getting divorced. 

The ministry has also changed. Before they did not pay a full time minister. 

The church had a few ministers who took turns but still held their full time 

jobs. Now the church hires a paid minister. The~present minister is the 4th 

one to be paid. 
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The training for children has changed significantly. In Russia there 

was religion in school. You had to memorize songs and poems. But Sunday 

School here is better than in Russia because they did not have Sunday School 

in the church. Teachers of Sunday School are better prepared now than before, 

better educated adults, they have more schooling background. Before the 

teachers were just farmers without much training or education. Teachers 

now know more about the Bible. Also the ministers are more educated than before. 

There has been considerable change in the membership. In one year the 

choir lost 28 members. In the early years people came and went . They moved 

to Virgil and St. Catharines. Eventually the membership stabilized. Its been 

around 300 for the last 20 y~ars. In the beginning almost all the members 

were engaged in farming. Then when plants started to pay better, people 

moved into those areas. Also, their children had a chance to study and become 

teachers and nurses. With the financial situation improving, better occupations 

were available. Parents wanted their children to study further. Children did 

not necessarily have to be farmers because their parents were farmers. 

Although ministers have become fulltime and are paid on that basis, the 

relationship between the pastor and the congregation remains a democratic one. 

Their minister does not lead the Membership Meetings (Gemeindestunde). The 

minister is still head of the council. They have a moderator - the present 

one has served in this capacity for 10 years. The minister is only called 

upon when further explanations are needed on an issue. This way it is easier 

for the minister and better for the church. The minister should not have to 

dirty his hands with the financial end when problems arise. The whole 

congregation has to worry about this. 

The church is now more involved in outreach programs. More children 

come to Bible school. In Beamsville they have a program set up to deal 

with drug _ addict~ turning point. Members of the church work at a house which 
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was purchased by a few churches together. They have also gone to 

Beamsville High to talk to the students. He does not know if any of these 

people eventually join the church. He says a church does not make one holy, ' 

but the faith in Jesus does. He has always maintained this. The young 

people in the Church formed a Sunday School in Stoney Creek out of which a 

congregation has been formed. Also a church in St. Ann's was started and now 

has approximately 200 members many of them not of~hnic origin. 

In the early years it was easier to have a sense of community within the 

church. Everyone was poor and poorer. Now we are better off; people are 

more independent. Mr. Reimer knows someone who is going to Florida for the 

' 40th time. He feels he might as well stay there. The community within the 

church is looser, not as tight a family as it used to be. Times are too good. 

Their church has already collected $lOO,OOothis year . That's why the 

Russian Mennonites coming fro~ Russia now cannot understand us. Their 

suffering is still in the present. They still have more feeling for the next 

man; we do not need anybody. One attitude now is: "Let him worry about 

himself. " 

In Russia the Mennonites had 3 different churches: (1) Bretheran Chruch 

(2) Mennonite Church and (3) Ali.pz Chur.ch. Mr. Reimer belonged to the 3rd 

one. Here in Canada there are 18 different ones . In Russia there was also a 

small 4th group called Tentler. They built 2 nice towns. Some went east and 

some went west to Palastine. But Palestine at that time was occupied by Turkey 

and they did not want this nationality and so took on the German one. After the 

second World War they had to leave and were sent to Australia (approximately 

1,000 people). But the MCC is not presently in touch with them. Out of the 

18 different groups of Mennonites some having nothing in common with us, but 

others are very similar. Through the Conferences the UM and MB have become 

mor.e similar and more united. The World Conference unites all Mennonites in the 
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world. The different groups have become more similar because of the 

education programs all around the world. Schools have improved. Ministers 

are better educated and this has a positive influence on the congregation. 

We don't have much to do with the Dutch Mennonites. The MCC holds us together 

but otherwise we don't have much contact. At first it was the language 

barrier (First church spoke English while we spoke German) and then their 

background is different. In St. Catharines the MB Church has a lot of 

Mennonites from Paraguay and that congregation is quite different from the 

Vineland one again because of background. Just like the Mennonites coming 

from Russia to Germany, now they are again completely different. 

Changes likely in the next 20 years: Churches are now being influenced 

a lot by politics and politics at the moment is restless in the whole world. 

If Russian politics had not affected them when they were living there, they 

would never have left the country. But pressure from the government made them 

leave. Those old towns no longer exist. Politics makes the difference. Fifty 

or sixty years ago if someone would have told us that we would live like we do 

today in Canada we would have replied, "That's a lie." 

He hopes that changes will occur in such a way that they strengthen 

religious beliefs and the sense of community within the congregation. There 

is a saying: A man cannot have it worse than when he has seven good days 

in a row." Man has to have trouble and distress and that's what we need. 

The Russian Mennonites coming now have lived through hard days while we have 

been having it so good. Religious beleifs are stronger when there is trouble 

and distress in your lives. 

Baptism practices have stayed the same over the years. Before baptism the 

candidate presents his testimony and the congregation decides if he will be 

accepted as a member. The clothing worn by people has changed but not the 

pro~edures. 
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Mr. Reimer does not agree with ordaining women into the priesthood. 

What will they do next? Try to have man have babies? Men should be involved 

in raising and disciplining children. 

Procedures and rules for conducting membership transfer have changed. 

In the past there were no dismiss slips being used~ You were either locked 

out or transferred. 

Weddings have changed alot. Twenty years ago the minister wouldn't walk 

in if candles were burning all over the place. Now when the minister's son 

married they were burning but the wedding took place. As fashions changed, 

weddings changed. The wordly items have come into the church; in a way its 

not bad. The order of service changed with the use of English and the 

introduction of musical instruments. The role of outreach has changed as well. 

In Russia the first settlers had to sign a paper promising that they would 

not accept a Russian person into their Church. Now it is open~ You can go 

out and preach and bring new members into the church. 

Background Information 

Mr. Reimer was born in Russia and came to Canada in 1924 with his wife. 

His first and only child died a few days before they left for Canada. They 

first landed in Quebec and then went to Saskatchewan because there was no 

freed om there. 

He worked on a farm for 10 hours a day. He was paid $1.25 a day for 

the month of July. He worked for a Mennonite farmer in order to pay back the 

$400. debt incurred coming to Canada. ~~ 'changed jobs a number of times 

until he worked for Mr. Schultz whose ancestors had come to Canada in 1874. 

Then he went to Manitoba and worked for a farmer for a while. Then on to 

Alberta where the extremely cold weather destroyed the crop. He had 

purchased 480 acres with no down payment. Horses and equipment were included 

with the land. All they could do was hope for a better year the following year. 
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The harvest was very poor for the following two years so they decided to go 

to Ontario. His brother went to B.C. His wife had relatives in Ontario and 

they had to send them the money so they could come since they had been unabl~ 

to save any money during the previous 4 years. In 1930 he came to Kingsville 

(near Leamington) and in 1935 to Vineland where he worked for a farmer in 

London. He worked for this man for 7 years and then purchased his own farm 

in Beamsville and worked on the side on other farms. In 1954 he became sick 

(too much work too fast) and was put in a s~nitarium for 8 months. It took 

long time to recover and he still has some problems. 
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