MENNONITES OF NIAGARA: CHURCH HISTORIES
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Summary:

Members of Virgil MB form · a Mission Sunday School under the
leadership of Corny Penner, Willy Warkentin and Wally Bergen.
Classes held in the Old Town Hall, Niagara-on-the-Lake and
at the Queenston Community Centre.
John Isaaks provide 3/4 acre of land and old Raman Catholic Church
in St. Catharines is purchased for $900. and dismantled and reassembled through volunteer labour. Virgil MB provided the $900.
From Sunday School to Church: 1957. Ministers and the difficulty
of small churches supporting them. Financial assistance from the
Ontario Mennonite Brethren Home Missions.
Church as a landing J:ad. The Chapel has had 230 members but present
membership is 107. Almost 1/3 of the present membership is not of
ethnic background. 81 members moved to city churches while 32
moved as a result of their occupations or marriage.
Role of Non-Ethnics: haven't assumed leadership positions. Those
non-ethnics who have married Mennonites are more active than the
others. Non-ethnics have found it difficult to live by church standards.
Raised issue of church discipline. Have chosen to use ex-communication
infrequently. Ex-communication is hard on the members.
Comparison with Orchard Park:Greater number of non~ennonites and
wide variety of ethnic backgrounds. Orchard Park has more families
with good incomes. Their pastor spearheads everything. For the
members of both church is part of their social life.
Outreach: Declining interest in annual canvas. Decline in enrolment
in Vacation Bible School from 300 to 75. Hard to get helpers. Everyone
wants to go on vacation. Decline in member's interest and in response
made outreach difficult. More interest among factory workers than
among professionals. Losing our mission.
Chapel will continue as long as there is a core of people who care
for one another. Meeting Sunday evenings in an infonnal environnent
to promote sense of community. Involving members not merely deacons
in assisting the sick.

Interview with Mrs. Helen Froese, Niagara Christian Chapel, conducted by Trudy
Funk, February 8, 1977.

THE EARLY YEARS
There was a very good relationship between the Virgil MB Church at the
time the Chapel started. The members of the Virgil Church had decided that
they wanted to start a Mission Sunday School, thus they were 100% behind this
project because they felt it was high time to reach out into the community. A
committee of three was established. The committee included Corny Penner, who
used to be a farmer and Superintendent of the Virgil MB Sunday School, Willy
Warkentin and Wally Bergen. The committee was to determine the feasibility of
founding a Sunday School in the immediate area. The committee felt that there
were more children in Niagara-on-the-Lake and Queenston who did not have Sunday
Schools and thus their search for facilities centred on these areas. At that
time the Virgil MB Church conducted all services in German. This Sunday School
would be in English.
I joined the Niagara Chapel through marriage. I was a Sunday School
teacher at the Virgil MB Church. When the Mission Sunday School began in the
old town hall in Niagara-on-the-Lake, a facility we rented for Sunday afternoons,
my husband was a teacher. He used to go in the morning to heat up the town hall
for the afternoon sessions. The mayor at that time was Jake Froese and he too
was one of the first teachers. He still teaches in the Sunday School program.
In addition to the group at Niagara-on-the-Lake, a group formed in
Queenston where they used the Queenston Community Centre. They too wanted an
outreach program. Because there were two groups, there was interest in uniting
in one location particularly among the non-Mennonites. The backbone of the new
congregation was the Klassen family. They had 14 children but had not been
attending church. Today many of their family are faithful members of the Chapel.
Many of those from Virgil MB felt that even if the outreach program had no
effect on others, it had been worthwhile because it reached the Klassens.
lfhen the Queenston Community Hall was no longer available, classes were
held at the Railroad School. A central facility became possible when a member
of the Virgil Church, the John Isaaks, offered us 3/4 of an acre of land. We
purchased an old Roman Catholic Church in St. Catharines, dismantled it and
moved it in sections. The church cost $900. Voluntary labour was used to build
the church. Very few people were paid for their contribution.

LEADERSHIP AND MEMBERSHIP
In the early years we did not constitute a church we merely ran a
Sunday School. Corny Penner was the head of the school . A group of adults
helped with the teaching. Later adults joined the fellowship and when they
chose to be baptized we decided to organize into a church. That was in 1957.
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We never hired a minister. J~ke Pankr~tz was an ordained minister but he was
a carpenter by trade. Before corning to Virgil he had been active in mission
work among the Jews of Toronto. In 1966 he went to Montreal to work among the
Jews. In 1961 we hired a full-time minister but could not pay him because there
were only about 20 families. The Ontario Mennonite Brethrean Home Missions
paid for the pastor. That minister Edward Bauman, stayed for 3 years and then
went on to teach psychology at Lakehead University. Most of our pastors only
stayed a short while because they were serving on a part-time basis and had
another job. Rudy Bartel was our leader for 6 years while he was a guidance
counselor for Niagara District and Grantham . He is now a full-time pastor at
Fairview.
Our latest minister was Peter Loewen. He still is a member of the church
while studying for his doctorate at the University of Buffalo . Now we have noone.
We have a committee setting up morn i ng worships, services, etc. Mr. Pankratz is
back in St. Cathari nes and a member of our church, and last Sunday he gave
communion. He could perform marriages. We are looking for a minister .
Our church is not one where people stay for the rest of their lives .
It's like a landing pad and that's why we really have not grown although a lot
of people have come through our doors . However, some of the original teachers
are still there . But it is more like a passing through church. We are constantly
at 100 members. We started off with 56 so it is not a really good ration of
growth in 20 years. But if you consider all the people we have influenced, it
is a tremendous stop over place . The following statistics indicates what has
happened to our members:
NIAGARA CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP CHAPEL
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

*

Present Membership
No. of non-Mennonites
No. of members over 65 yrs .
No . who moved and joined an M.B. Church
No. who joined non-M.B .
No. who are not in any church
No . of members who died
Those moving to city churches
Those moving due to change
of occupation or marriage
Total number of members who
have been members at the Chapel

107
33
5.

51
55

14
3

81 (of the above)
32
230*

This does not account for the hundreds who have attended Sunday School
at the Chapel · throughout the 23 years. Many, many came and were
influenced b.y those who taught them and went on to other areas . We
found that ·.the retention of those from non-Mennonite families was poor,
unless the parents themselves decided to become members of the Chapel .
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RELATIONSHIP TO VIRGIL M.B.
The Virgil MB Church did not pay for the lot on which ~he Chapel was built.
The lot was provided by the Isaaks. However, the mother church did pay the $900
needed to purchase the building from the .Roman Catholics. The rest was voluntary
labour provided by the people who wanted to join us at the Chapel. Some of our
members were contractors and did the jobs themselves. When the church was
renovated the Chapel hired rather than doing the work ourselves. In the
beginning, the Conference paid for some of the upkeep.
We consider ourselves a "daughter church" but we are completely independent
now. We do not expect any financial help. This carne on gradually. Virgil MB
was happy that we were on our own feet. They did not feel Virgil MB had lost
out but that they had contributed to a new congregation.

ROLE OF NON-ETHNICS
Non-ethnics have not been as active as the Mennonite stock. I think that
the reason is that socially they cannot integrate and maybe they are not as
educated as those in leadership positions. They support by their presence but
do not like to take on leadership positions. At first this did not make a
difference because everybody was in the same boat. But now class is starting
to play a part. It's the trend. This is not very good because we are losing
their contribution and they are losing by our contribution. We would like
everybody to participate but we cannot force them. It is their choice. We
have been brought up that attending church is the most natural thing and to
shoulder a load, but the non-ethnics do not always see it that way. They do
not feel the responsibility that we do. Where there have been intermarriages
it has helped in that they get more involved. The Chapel includes a native
Indian family, the Bells, but I can only think of one non-ethnic member that
has shared the burden and care of the Church. That member's husband wasn't a
member and she has gotten tired and even quit teaching Sunday School. The nonethnics have found it difficult to live by the standards set . by the Church.
The question is do we practice church discipline? If we practice it like our
forefathers, then some members would not be in the Church so we have become
more lenient. We now leave it up to them. If they want to discontinue
membership that's up to them. We have not ex-communicated many recently. Most
of the people who were excommunicated were not abiding by the principles of the
Church and after years of trying to show them and get them to mend their ways,
they decided that they would leave. As a Church we gave them an ultimatum.
There comes a time when a member cannot be carried on the membership list
without their response. It is hard to excommunicate. It is only after years
of counselling and then usually at the end it is quite natural.
Will the use of excommunication decline? It depends on the leadership
of the Chapel whether they want to abide by the rules and principles of our
constitution or just go our own trails. It is hard on the members. I really
do not know how it will go.

I
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- 4 COMPARISON WITH ORCHARD PARK
Orchard Park members are of the higher bracket of the middle class. They
are all established, good earning Mennonite families. Very few are non-Mennonites.
Niagara Chapel has a greater number of non-Mennonites because it started in a
different way. Orchard Park was established in the Mother Church and broke away.
Niagara Chapel had a totally different beginning. Niagara Chapel is more like
the United Nations if you look at the Sunday School and the background of their
membership. Dutch, German (real German, not just Mennonite), Russian, English,
Irish, you name it. Both churches have the same constitution, belong to the
same Conference. This may be exercised a little differently. When Orchard Park
first started they ran their own things. But now the pastor does just about
everything. He spearheads everything and I have heard from some members that they
are not sure whether they were better off with a pastor than when they did part
of it themselves. On the other hand, the Chapel sometimes wishes that they had
a pastor that would set the trail. There are pros and cons . But if he does it
all himself, his way, people do not like it either.
Orchard Park tried not to fall into organizational ruts like other
Churches. They felt they would be different. I have the feeling that they
have become organizational as well .' I feel both churches are quite similar
in that Church is part of their social life. Church means a lot to them because
people they meet there are part of their lives. I do not think that the
socializing among members has decreased. We don't visit among each other the
way we used to. In fact we now have ~ecial sessions on how we can get more
commitment from the members. We are getting very independent. We do what
society does. Whatever the societal trend, it rubs off on us. It merely
takes a few more years in a less sophisticated church. It depends on how
your members are, how you fit into the establishment . Society has a great
influence on the churches.

OUTREACH
The outreach program has been successful because of the personal interest
of the members in abiding by the command of Christ which says "Go into all the
world and preach the Gospel whether in Niagara-on-the-Lake or just across the
road. One of our members is in Panama. Now I feel our church is slowing down
and becoming indifferent to what the scripture says. As I see it, we are not
what we used to be because we are not reaching the new people in the community.
We try to have a canvas every year but there is very little interest . The
same people are always doing it. We also tried Bible studies in different homes
(a ladies group for 3 years now) but they tend to become cliques in a rut.
There is more enthusiasm for any work that is new, but once it gets established
the enthusiasm cools off and we get more involved with our personal lives, with
bettering our own name. It is a materialistic age. We are more concerned about
our own pleasure and leisure. We used to have a thriving summer Bible school.
Everyone was involved. We would have 300 children. Now we can't even scare
75 out. The helpers just about have to pull them out by the ears . Everybody
wants to go on holidays. We don't have that self-sacrificing attitude that we
had. Now people are more professional and if you don't go for holidays that's
terrible.

. .
'
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Lack of interest on the part of the members has made outreach difficult.
Also lack of response from others. People that have ordinary jobs and work
on assembly lines have more interest in outreach than the ones that may be
teaching at a Christian school. The assembly line workers can't give while
at work so they do it after their shift and they are the most interested. Some'
of our most . recent converts have been people from factories. Some members in
factories have influenced these new converts at work.
If Niagara Chapel whould fold, I can't see our members joining the Mother
Church but perhaps we would join Orchard Park. But we are already so
different from other Churches that most of the members would not want to go
back to the home Church. I do not think Niagara Chapel will ever close but
whether it will grow is another question. Some people come from St. Catharines
to our church. For example, two sons of Mayor Froese married girls from the
Virgil MB Church yet they joined Niagara Chapel. The girls found it hard to
decide to join us because they were used to the big church. Now they are
very happy because there still is that feeling of greater awareness of one
another. They also have a greater opportunity to participate.
We have always been considered a Mission Church. Right now we are kind
of losing our mission because of lack of interest. I am sure this is universal
but we notice it more because we were so much more enthusiastic. In a big
church one does not notice lack of enthusiasm as quickly because there are many
members who are enthusiastic. A mission church reaches beyond the home church.
Mission indicates that you reach beyond your family, your congregation or your
country. As long as we have an interest in sending and supporting missionaries
then we are a Mission Church. Niagara Chapel is more of a Mission Church
than others but are we really effective in our outreach? I don't think we are.
Still, I hope we are a mission-minded congregation. We want to be.

FUTURE OF THE CONGREGATION
Our membership would be big if people had stayed. Many have come and
gone. All together there have been 230. But now there are only 100. Lots
of people didn't join our Church officially . Only those requesting baptism
are received into the Church . Turnover is due to the fact that we are a
country church. With marriage and occupational change people change their
place of attendance.
Some have moved and joined other MB churches but some have just dropped
and are not attending any church . This holds true of Mennonites and nonMennonites. For example, there was an elderly couple who joinedusbecause
Rudy Bartel used to be the lady's German teacher at Grantham High. They were
retlred, He had been an engineer in Buffalo and they had moved to St.
Catharines, She was a retired music teacher. They were very rich and they
paid off the Chapel's mortgage. But because of personal idiosyncracies they
disagreed with our latest pastor and . decided to leave the Church. They have
not joined another Mennonite. Church. They gave money liberally to the Church
but the lady did not like t o be told what to do. They were in their 70's but
had not learned to work through . their problems. Not being familiar with how
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Mennonites. The couple had never heard of Mennonites until they moved to
St. Catharines. Rudy Bartel was our pastor and also taught at Grantham High.
The couple were baptized and very active. It was too bad that they let a small
grudge ruin their life. Occasionally they attend Rudy Bartel's Church in
St. Catharines but they have not joined. The grudge was not only with the
pastor but also with some ladies. But it was the pastor who led them to leave.
I feel there will be a core of poeple who care about the Chapel. They
are becoming more aware of each other than they have been during the last
2 years. Whether they grow in numbers does not matter. As long as we feel
that there is somebody there that cares for one another, the Chapel will
continue . We will become more aware of sharing that care; not just~eaching it,
but doing it. It's nice to go to Church and hear the word of God but if we
do not practice , it during the day, the Chapel will not grow. I don't think
the Chapel will fold yet. I have great hopes for it and really numbers do not
matter. If there are 25 that care and do what God wants it's worthwile. We
hope that members will move closer together within our Church. We hope to
achieve this by dividing the members and meeting Sunday evenings in an informal
manner. We started this in January. The purpose is to dialogue in a relaxed
environment. This way we get the non-active members participating. At first
people were worried that this would promote cliques. The technique had been
tried in B.C.
Members help a family when for example the mother is sick .
The Chapel is trying the technique as well. As a rule, deacons have done this
type of work - visiting the sick. Deacons have asked the help of the members.
As a conference church, churches will become more integrated. Orchard
Park has been more conference-minded than the Chapel. It has been difficult
to get someone from the Chapel to help out an Eden Christian College . Most
of the Chapel's children attend Niagara District ~ The Chapel is more
independent, at times they are a little rebellious. They don't want to fall
into ruts into which others have fallen. The Chapel is very much influenced
by society because they are a part of the community. I don't think they should
be apart from the community, they should be of it. I would rather see the
church influencing the community. That's their mission . How people go
individually is the way the church goes right now.

